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ABSTRACT
LISTENING TO THE VOICES OF INNER CITY, LOW-INCOME,
12th GRADE, BLACK MALES:
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF THEIR EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES
MAY 2004
CHRISTOPHER A. LESTER, B.S., WESTFIELD STATE COLLEGE
M.ED., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Barbara Love
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions held by inner city, lowincome, 12th grade, Black males of their educational experiences. The study was
conducted using a qualitative, phenomenological in-depth interview methodology. The
study sample consisted of 9 inner city, low-income Black males from 5 different high
schools in Western Massachusetts. Data was collected using audiotape and field notes.
There were nine major themes that emerged from the study data. These themes
were labeling; differential racial treatment; importance of teachers who care; connection
with Black teachers; family influences; the degree of motivation; the role of anger and
conflict; the role of sports; and the influence of Black male role models.
Key findings from this study suggest that Black males are motivated to achieve
academically when specific factors are in place including parents who demonstrate
positive, consistent, interaction and feedback promoting academic engagement; school
personnel that demonstrate an ability to relate to cultural, racial and community
backgrounds of students, school personnel that demonstrate a capacity to care and
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support the personal and academic needs of Black males; and self directed academic
behaviors and positive peer influences that motivated participants towards higher
academic levels and high school graduation. Other findings identified were specific
obstacles and supports for the participants’ academic achievement. These include factors
such as family influences and lack of positive male role models. Additionally, racism,
racial labeling and racial double standards in schools fostered hostile educational
environments that negatively effected the participants’ opportunities for academic
success and resulted in a decrease in academic motivation and lower academic
achievement levels.
The results of this study will provide a resource to parents, educators,
policymakers, researchers, and populations with similar demographics who seek an
increased understanding of the factors effecting the academic achievement of inner city,
low-income, 12th grade, Black males.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
Black males face a wide range of obstacles as they navigate their educational
journeys. Some of these obstacles lie beyond the purview of schools and the process of
schooling, but nonetheless have a direct impact on schooling outcomes. Examples
include violence, drugs, early parenthood (Ascher, 2001), incarceration, police brutality
(Porter, 1999), poverty and racism (Kumachiro, 2000). Other obstacles lie directly within
the purview of schools and the schooling process, such as early and persistent placement
in special education classes, tracking (Kunjufu, 1995), disproportionate disciplinary
outcomes in schools, and limited access to honors and advanced placement courses
(Delpit, 1995; Chunn, 1989), larger class sizes, less qualified teachers, and lower quality
curriculum (Orfield, 1996). Whether inside or outside of schools and the schooling
process, these factors—when left unaddressed—have all been linked in various ways to
lower academic achievement among African American males (Hopkins, 1997).
Educators and policymakers struggle with identifying interventions to respond to
these obstacles to academic achievement for Black males. While it is clear that the Black
males are still faced with these same obstacles, over the past 10 or so years, various
interventions have been developed to address these issues, whether outside or inside the
schools. Some interventions are in school focused such as African centered academies.
These interventions focus on a highly disciplined environment that is nurturing and
friendly yet provide a quality education where Black students are expected to develop
academic excellence, ethnic awareness and pride and self esteem (Hopkins, 1997). All
male classes with male teachers have also been established in some cities to respond to
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self-esteem and lack of good role models for young Black males. These classes also
focused on attendance problems, academic achievement, and appropriate behavior for
school life.
Other interventions focus on out of school issues and include rites of passage
programs, which focus on African and African American history, economics, politics,
family responsibility, career development, spirituality, community involvement and
organization, and physical fitness all taught from an Africentric perspective. “The goals
of rite of passage is to prepare Black boys for manhood. If men do not fulfill this
responsibility, boys will continue to define it from a physical perspective, e.g. making a
baby, fights and the consumption of alcohol, clothes and drugs” (Kunjufu, 1995, p. 146)
Most of these interventions for Black males stressed the importance of
community involvement with mentoring, tutoring, and other activities involving the local
churches, fraternities, colleges and civic organization. Each of these strategies or
interventions have had limited success in improving the academic achievement of the
Black males involved with them. Yet we still see this persistent problem where Black
males disproportionately do not achieve academically. For example, Black males still
perform at disproportionately lower levels than their White male counterparts on college
entrance exams as indicated by their SAT scores (www.collegeboard.org, 2004).
The research is replete with examinations of the academic achievement of Black
males. To date, none of the research reviewed addresses this issue from the perspective
and the voice of Black student themselves. The entire literature on Black academic
achievement is from an expert perspective. This study seeks to frame academic
achievement issues directly from the perspectives and voice of young Black males.

2

Rather than the usual expertise stance on behalf of the Black males this research aims to
record their voices about their educational experiences. It is anticipated that such data
could enable a different understanding of and way of framing their experiences, which
allows the development of interventions that are directly related to their perspective. This
study focuses on the perspectives of the educational experiences of low-income, 12th
grade Black male students who live in the inner city. There is an academic and
educational imperative to include these voices in current discussions about the
educational plight of Black males.

Methodology of this Research and Study Questions
The goal of this study is to share the participants’ stories as a key resource in the
dialogue on low academic achievement with parents, policymakers, researchers,
educators and peers. An analysis of what they have to say will provide data to inform the
identification of strategies that support the academic achievement of Black males. This
study was conducted using a qualitative, phenomenological, in-depth interviewing
methodology (Seidman, 1998). This methodology provides an opportunity for an
examination of the first person perspective of Black males regarding their educational
experiences. Questions that directed this study include:
1.

What are the factors that Black male youth identify as obstacles or supports
in their relationship with peers both in school and out of school?

2.

What are the factors that Black male youth identify in their relationships with
their families/caretakers that are either obstacles or supports in their
educational achievements?

3.

What are the factors that Black males identify as obstacles or supports in their
in school relationships?

4.

What factors do Black male youth identify as obstacles or supports within the
larger social systems?
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These study questions provide a frame for the phenomenological methodology
used in this study and guide my analysis of the data as it is presented in Chapter 6. While
using research questions is a departure from Seidman’s phenomenological in-depth
interviewing process, this approach allowed me to maintain consistency with the
phenomenological methodology of this study. The questions used in the participants’
interviews will be described in further detail in Chapter 3. The data from the interviews is
presented in participants’ profiles in Chapter 4. The themes identified from an analysis of
the participants’ interview data is presented in Chapter 5.

Significance of the Study
The academic achievement levels of Black males have long been a cause of
concern for the Black community, educators, and researchers who have worked to find
“solutions” to this problem. As such, it is crucial for these groups to listen to Black
males’ perspectives of their educational experiences. According to Shannon (1993),
“voice is the tool by which we make ourselves known, name our experiences, and
participate in decisions that affect out lives” (p. 91). Yet the voices of Black males in
schools are often silenced due to isolation, alienation and indifference (hooks, 1994;
Delpit, 1995). If policymakers, educators, family members, Black males and others are to
respond to the academic and personal needs of 12th grade low-income, inner city Black
males, the voices and stories of this population must be heard.
The existing body of literature on Black males and achievement addresses
numerous subjects of investigation. Some researchers have looked at the broader society
(Hopkins, 1997; Irvine, 1989), schools and schooling (Delpit, 1995; Garibaldi, 1997;
Hammond, 1998), family influences (Baker and Hill, 1996; Johnson, 1992; Costes, Halle
& Mahoney, 1997), and adaptive strategies (Ogbul992; Steele, 1998, Osbourne, 1997).
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All of this literature will be reviewed in detail in the next chapter. It should be noted,
however, that despite the amount of available literature, there is a stunning absence of
work focusing on the perspectives of the young Black men themselves.
This study is significant because it asked the participants to reflect on their
educational experiences and what meaning[s] they ascribe to them. Further significance is
derived from the use of a “first person” reporting method in collecting the research. So
too are the phenomenological approach and the focus on the participants’ perspectives of
th

their educational experiences from kindergarten to 12 grade. While I entered this
research appreciative of all the research that preceded this study, I was committed to
working directly with Black males to understand their perspectives on their experience of
schooling, and explore how such perspectives confirmed, contradicted, or contributed
new insights to the existing body of research.
Understanding how inner city, low-income Black males name obstacles and
supports that they have encountered in their educational experiences will be a valuable
resource for educational policy makers and educational leaders. It is my hope that the
factors these Black males identify through this study can move unto the national research
agenda. It is anticipated that the data developed from this study will increase the capacity
of researchers, educators, and families to address these concerns and provide data useful
in developing policies and programs to improve the educational experiences of Black
males. Finally, I hope the results of this study will provide insights and information for
Black males who are struggling to understand their own educational experiences.
The subsequent chapters of this work are organized as follows: Chapter 2 presents
a review of the related research literature. Chapter 3 details the methodology for the
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study. Chapter 4 presents the profiles of the participants’ educational experiences.
Chapter 5 provides my analysis of the themes and subcategories generated from the
interviews. Chapter 6 presents my analysis of the study findings in relationship to the
research questions guiding this study. In addition, it describes where the study findings
were consistent, inconsistent or went beyond the literature review. The concluding
chapter of this study includes discussions and recommendations for future study
consideration.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF SIGNIFICANT LITERATURE
In Chapter 1, a range of factors affecting the educational experiences of Black
males and their potential for academic achievement were identified. This chapter will
focus on four of those factors I consider most significant. Section one examines the
continued pervasiveness of racism in society, and the ways in which racism manifests
itself in the school systems, particularly through the labeling and stereotyping of Black
males. Section two examines schools and schools systems, with an emphasis on the
effects of desegregation and resegregation. Section three explores the role of the family,
and how family members can positively and negatively influence academic achievement.
The final section reviews the adaptive strategies that Black males have acquired to
respond to their educational experiences.

Pervasiveness of Racism
The prevalence of racism in the social system contributes to the ways in which
racism plays out in the schools. Teachers, most of whom are middle class and White
sometimes bring these stereotypes, misinformation and fears of Black males into the
school systems. Tatum (1997) provides a working definition for understanding racism in
society and within school systems. She suggests racism is not only a personal ideology,
but also a system involving cultural messages that leads to the institutionalization of
racist policies and practices as well as the beliefs and actions of individuals. Most Black
males in inner city schools are taught by predominantly White female middle class
teaching staff who lives in the suburbs and are exposed to negative cultural messages
about Black males. White teachers far outnumber educators of color in all school
leadership and instructional positions. In fact the number of school administrators and

schoolteachers of color has declined for about fifteen years. African American teachers
declined from 12 % in 1970 to a low of 6.9% in 1999 (Gay, 2001). In the year 2000 there
were 2,742,000 teachers in public schools including 2,303,000 White and 214,000 Black
teachers within the United States. Additionally 2,042,000 public school teachers were
female while the remaining 700,000 were males (U.S Department of Education, 2003).

Black Students and White Teachers
While the nation’s students are becoming increasingly diverse, the majority of the
nation’s teachers are White (87.2 percent), female (72 percent), and middle class. The
percentage of teachers of color remains low (Banks & Banks, 2001, p. 195). Irvine (1989)
suggests that for Black children, “their race and culture act as the normative criteria by
which the student is initially evaluated by his teacher” (p. 41), and “overt and subtle
messages are communicated to students about their ability to succeed, their reliability and
their trustworthiness” (p. 41). Bruno and Doscher (1981) also found that “the higher the
percentage of Black students, the higher the number of requests for teacher transfers”
(Cited in Swanson & Spencer, p. 506, 1991).
Accordingly, Black male students are often academically and personally
disadvantaged by the racialized perceptions of their teachers, while their White
counterparts are treated as individuals and judged on their actual personal behaviors. On a
daily basis, Black males encounter teachers who do not share their cultural or racial
background, and appear to lack the desire to teach them. The problem, however, should
not be narrowly defined to that of a White teacher teaching a Black student. On a much
larger scale, the problem lies in the ways in which some teachers respond on the basis of
negative messages of Black males that have long been perpetuated by society at large. In
addition, some teachers have a very limited understanding of the role that race plays in
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educational systems and how they are perhaps unwittingly contributors to the creation of
hostile environments for Black males (Perry, 1988; Delpit, 1995; Gay, 2001).
Clearly the demographics of the teaching staff and their stereotypes and fears
have an impact on behaviors and attitudes directed towards Black males. The next section
will review the literature on Black males experiences with teachers who label them and
demonstrate negative attitudes and behaviors toward Black males.
Labeling
Researchers and educators have used many terms to frame the existence of Black
males. Terms such as “endangered species,” “special needs,” “unapproachable,”
“hostile,” “at risk,” and “in crisis” are often attached to Black males before they have an
opportunity to demonstrate their own academic abilities. Undoubtedly, the use of such
labels increases the likelihood that educators will respond to Black males on the basis of
stereotypes and create conditions that perpetuate the labels. Hopkins (1997) describes the
social implications for Black males in the context of society at large:
Black males are portrayed in a limited number of roles, most of them deviant,
dangerous, and dysfunctional. This constant barrage of predominantly disturbing
images inevitably contributes to the public’s negative stereotypes of Black men,
particularly of those who are perceived as young, hostile and impulsive (p. 1).
The insidious nature of the negative “Black male image” is further explored by
Hopkins:
Clearly, the messages say: If they entertain you, enjoy them (at a safe distance); if
they serve you, patronize them (and don’t forget to leave a tip); if they threaten
you, avoid them (don’t ride the subway). Thus, young Black males are
stereotyped by the five ‘ds’: dumb, deprived, dangerous, deviant, and disturbed
(p. 1).
The consequences of this societal labeling and negative image of Black males
leads to a sixth “d”; distance. White people learn to distance themselves from young
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Black males. Teachers operating in classrooms on the basis of this sixth “d” will have a
difficult time engaging young Black males in meaningful learning activities.
This literature describes situations in which young Black men are experiencing
racism not only in their neighborhoods and outside of schools but everyday that they go
to school. This is continued for 12 years of schooling by teachers, who are not like them,
do not like them, and often consider them to be uneducable.
The Black male’s response to his environment is usually predicated on what he
experiences. Thus, educators’ negative perceptions of Black males academic abilities and
inferior intelligence hinder their ability to perform at high academic levels. Research by
Steele (1998), Ogbu, (1986), Johnson (1992), Whaley (1998), and Delpit (1995) highlight
the correlations between racism, racial stereotyping, prejudice, and the negative learning
outcomes for Black males. This body of research indicates that the prejudice and
stereotyping of school personnel and teachers led to lowered expectations and negative
perceptions of the academic abilities of Black males. The inability of school personnel to
recognize their destructive racial prejudice and behaviors contributed to an educational
environment in which Black students were not provided opportunities to excel
academically. “There is no room in this picture for comprehension, caring, or compassion
of the plight of these young Black men” (Hopkins, 1997, p. 1). Educators who come to
the classroom with stereotypes and racist attitudes will have a very difficult time
providing educational opportunities that will lead to positive educational outcomes for
Black males.
Cultural Awareness
In the preceding section I discussed the ways in which negative societal images
and messages about Black males, labeling, and stereotypes lead to manifestations of
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racism experienced by Black males in school systems. This section examines the cultural
gap between Black males who live in the inner city and White middle class teachers.
The disproportionately low ratio of educators of color to students of color in
schools emphasizes the need for all educators to be aware of the implications of cultural
differences. Gay (2001) raises the issue of the consequences of educators who are
culturally out of sync with their students. “How can teachers who have grown up in
ethnically isolated communities and in a racist society teach students whom they do not
know, may not value, and may even fear?”(p. 213). This is of central significance to
Black males given the fact that most teachers are White, female, culturally Eurocentric,
and their teacher preparation is grounded in a Eurocentric cultural framework (Gay,
2001). According to Gay (2001), “Most graduates of typical teacher-education programs
know little about the cultural traits, behaviors, values and attitudes that different children
of color bring to the classroom and how they affect students’ responses to instructional
situations” (p. 212). In order for this cultural disjunction to diminish, White educators
must develop increased competence in the cultural backgrounds of Black males. “The
growing racial, cultural and income gap between teachers and students underscores the
need for all teachers to develop the knowledge, attitudes, and skill needed to work
effectively with students from diverse racial, ethnic, social-class, and language groups”
(Banks & Banks, 2001, p. 195).
The attitudes and perceptions of many White teachers toward the appearance and
behaviors of Black students may prevent these teachers from developing equitable
relationships with them. Perry (1988) provides her insight on the lack of cultural
understanding between some White educators and students of color. “Perhaps this is
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understandable, because the teachers have less of a vested interest in the achievement of
students that are not of their community, or have less of an idea of how to educate them”
(Perry, 1988, p. 7). The inability of some Black students to respect their White teachers
because of a cultural disconnect, inhibits their ability to relate to teachers, establish
mutual respect, and motivation toward learning and education. Culturally unaware
teachers foster an environment where Black students are not motivated to learn, felt
disconnected, and experienced isolation and alienation. The difficulties in the experiences
of Black males learning from teachers who are culturally unaware are corroborated by the
research of Ogbu (1987), who found that “The failure of school personnel to understand
and respect minority children’s culturally learned behaviors often results in conflicts that
obstruct children’s adjustment and learning” (p. 319).
In her book, Other people’s children; Cultural conflict in the classroom, Delpit
(1995) argues that teacher preparation courses at the university level need to reflect the
diversity of students’ needs in educational systems. The ability of teachers to teach Black
males is mitigated by their ability to understand the cultural modes of learning for this
population. Although mainstream teaching emphasizes the transfer of knowledge as the
most important aspect of teaching, many teachers of color believe establishing
relationships with their students is the first and most important aspect of their teaching
(Delpit, 1995). This is important to note because many Black children value the
relationship between student and teacher. As additional support for this theory, Delpit
(1995) adds, “Children of color value the social aspects of an environment to a greater
extent than do ‘mainstream’ children, and tend to put emphasis on feelings, acceptance,
and emotional closeness” (p. 140).
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Black students are not provided ample opportunities to attend classes with
teachers who represent or at least understand their racial, cultural or community
backgrounds. The lack of cross cultural awareness between teachers and students can
lead to behaviors and attitudes that increase the probability of lowered academic
achievement and negative educational outcomes for Black males.
Black Teachers
There is a need for more effective Black teachers in schools. The presence of
more Black teachers would address some the cultural competency issues that alienate and
stigmatize Black males in educational systems. Black educators can provide the cultural
understanding that White educators may lack, and also foster the sense of community or
“fictive kinship” (Fordham and Ogbu, 1986) to inspire and motivate Black males to want
to achieve academically. In addition, many Black educators feel a personal responsibility
to ensure the academic success of their Black students. Adair describes this notion of
responsibility as follows. “Black teachers view themselves as ethnically responsible for
preparing Black youth for leadership in the enhancement of the quality of life for Black
people” (cited in Spencer & Swanson, 1991, p. 506).
The lack of positive role models in educational systems is a detriment to many
Black males. Black teachers can be personal and academic resources to Black students in
schools. Black teachers who are aware of the labeling and need to support the academic,
cultural and personal needs of Black males can help students understand these issues and
provide resources on constructive strategies to respond to hostile school environments.
Black teachers can also support their White counterparts in their efforts to address lack of
cultural awareness and racism. The presence of Black teachers both male and female in
schools can help dispel some of the negative stereotypes and perceptions of Blacks in

13

society (Spencer and Swanson, 1991, p. 506). The presence of Black male teachers is
very important as it contradicts the societal messages that Black males are not interested
in learning or education.
Teachers who are culturally in tune with their students can expect more
communication in their overall teaching, which facilitates positive educational outcomes
for their students (Irvine, 1989). In her research of Black students, Irvine (1989) found
“the presence or the absence of cultural sync influences the interaction of student and
teacher expectations both as self-fulfilling prophecies and as sustaining expectations
effects. These expectations contribute to or hinder Black students’ achievement” (p. 2).
According to Irvine (1995) “this lack of cultural sync becomes evident in instructional
situations in which teachers misinterpret, denigrate, and dismiss Black students’
language, nonverbal cues, physical movements, learning styles, cognitive approaches and
worldviews. Essentially, the teacher’s cultural awareness or lack thereof can affect the
educational outcomes of their Black students” (Cited in Cooper, 2002, p. 48). In her study
of Black teachers, Cooper (2002) found that Black teachers who are effective teachers
and culturally in sync with Black students are able to support and promote academic
achievement. These teachers embody the following characteristics including:
1.

Black teachers who are committed to the Black community and provide a
sense of family.

2.

Black teachers who promote a positive racial identity.

3.

Black teachers who help students to succeed in school endeavors, despite the
racist nature of both the institution and society in general, by using alternative
instructional methods when necessary.

4.

Black teachers who take personal responsibility for their students learning.

5.

Black teachers who know their subject matter.
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6.

Black teachers who are demanding of students in all areas, including
curriculum and discipline.

The presence of Black teachers can foster supportive educational environments
and experiences where Black students are not subjected to negative behaviors and
attitudes because of their cultural or racial representation in schools. Effective Black
teachers establish positive relationship with Black students. Black students will also feel
more connected to their teachers and schoolwork. This can lead to a higher academic
achievement and a more positive outlook on education.
In the case of Black male students, their interactions and perception of their
teachers can impact their value domain and create an oppositional cultural framework
(Fordham and Ogbu, 1986; Ogbu 1992), disidentification (Osborne 1997; Steele, 1997,
1998) and even lead to self-handicapping strategies (Arunkumar, et al. 1996), all of
which are addressed in the following sections.
Experience of Racism
Before Black males can engage in an equitable, non-hostile educational
experience, they must contend with racism at all levels (individually, culturally, and
institutionally). “The unfortunate, positive association between low teacher expectations
and low student achievement expectations (low student outcomes) has become a familiar
pattern for African American youth” (Donelan, Neal, & Jones, 1994, p. 382). Kumashiro
(2000) uses the term “Othered” to describe students who are oppressed by mainstream
society. He states there are two ways that researchers have conceptualized oppression in
schools:
1.

The first way, then that researchers have illustrated oppression is by pointing
to the recognizably harmful ways in which only certain students are treated in
and by the schools, i.e., to the external ways in which Otherness is
marginalized.
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2.

The second way that researchers have conceptualized oppression is by
looking at assumptions about and expectations for the Other—especially
those held by educators—that influence how the Other is treated. In
particular, they look at the internal ways of thinking, feeling and valuing that
justify, prompt, and get played out (and even reinforced) in the harmful
treatment of the Other. Sometimes, these dispositions—both conscious and
unconscious ones—are about whom the Other is and/or should be. (P. 27).

The Role of Race on Schooling
Research by (Crafter et al. 1999; Delpit, 1995; Hammond 1998; Hopkins, 1997;
Irvine, 1986, 1988, 1989, Johnson 1992; Ogbu, 1987, 1992; Perry, 1998) demonstrates
that race is a significant factor in the educational experiences of Black males. Educators
and researchers who seek to understand underperforming Black males must be willing to
acknowledge and examine the role that race plays in determining these outcomes.
Specifically, Johnson (1992) argues:
It is vital to recognize that when considering the population of African
Americans, there are several important contextual conditions, experiences,
processes, and movements that may have interactive effects with the major set of
variables being considered. For example, a major contextual condition is the
historical and contemporary role of racism, with its negative effects at the
individual, family, and community levels (p. 100).
Many members of this population feel compelled to ‘disengage’ or ‘disidentify’
with educational systems in response to their harsh, racially influenced treatment.
Hopkins (1997) describes the “oppressive atmosphere” of public schools:
Historically however, public schools in the United States have not contributed to
the achievement of liberation for American Africans or for other minority
population. Rather than serve as vehicles for liberation for American African
males and other people of color, public schools serve, at best, as agencies of
social, economic, political and cultural reproduction (p. 2).
There is a link between the educational achievement of Black males and societal
norms and expectations. The status of Black males in educational systems is related to the
institutional, cultural, and personal historical patterns of racism in the United States.
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Ogbu (1987) views these social forces as historical practices to deny jobs and equal
opportunity (i.e., glass ceiling) to qualified Blacks in the workplace, as well as equal
educational opportunities. For many generations, Blacks who worked hard to acquire
academic success were denied opportunities for advancement, leaving the prospects of a
good paying job and career opportunities out of reach (Ogbu, 1987, p. 318). Ogbu (1987)
argues that these societal inequities contributed to a lack of value in the education domain
for Blacks. “Furthermore, the experience has probably discouraged the minorities from
developing a strong tradition of academic achievement” (p. 318). This theory suggests
that many Black male students perform poorly because they believe that institutions will
deny them opportunities because of their race, regardless of whether or not they work
hard and perform well in school. Supporting Ogbu’s research, Irvine (1989) writes,
“Racism and the devalued position of Blacks in our society cannot be ignored as a
primary contributing factor to the Black under achievement” (p. 4). Johnson (1992) also
notes that at all levels of society, academic achievement, personal and career aspirations
are determined by the societal context.
In his book Educating Black Males, Hopkins (1997) writes:
Many Black males are required to enroll in public school and participate in a
school authority system which deems them invisible, except in negative terms,
Black males are not oblivious to the pervasiveness of negative imaging and
stereotyping placed on them by society at large and in turn by the public school.
Many Black male youth are trapped in powerlessness and hopelessness (p. 64-65).
The ‘miseducation’ of Black males is the precursor to many other negative
educational achievement outcomes. According to the State of Black America, (1992),
“Inadequate preparation in unequal schools and continued racial prejudice have trapped
more than a third of Blacks in a cycle of poverty and a quality of life comparable to the
Third World countries” (cited in Hopkins, 1997, p. 2). Black males are mandated to
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enroll in public schools, which are designed to fail them. Hopkins (1997) concluded in
his research that Black males face a disparaging future in public schools. Perry (1998)
further reveals the disillusionment experienced by students of color:
Public school teachers are no longer part of the same community as the majority
of their students. The sad part of the situation is that many students believe that
this type of teaching is what academic learning is all about. They have not had the
opportunity to experience alternative ways of teaching and learning (p. 7-8).
Consequently, because of the failure of educational systems, Black American
youth continue to be affected by high rates of drug use, homicide, teenage pregnancy,
crime, unemployment and poverty (Hopkins, 1997).
In an effort to address the connection between ‘failing schools’ and the social
implications for Black males, Ohio citizens testified before an educational subcommittee
and repeatedly suggested that:
Failure of African American males in the educational system is a major
contributor to their involvement in the criminal justice system, their lack of
employment (due to lack of skills), and their lack of knowledge about good
health. In other words, the failure of African American males in school is the
leading cause for most, if not all, of the other problems they face in society. (Cited
in Crafteret. al. 1999, p. 189).
The racism that Black males experience in schools and the societal barriers they
face every day affect their ability to perform at high academic levels. They can
conceptualize why they are experiencing particular injustices in educational systems, i.e.,
they are aware of the barriers and recognize they are being treated unfairly because of
their racial heritage. These cumulative experiences influence their perceptions of
education and thus academic achievement.
Educators and researchers will have to acquire a personal awareness of the
implications of race in educational systems, and restructure systems to better understand
and embrace the cultural models of Black males. Ultimately, society will have to change
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its cultural norms as it relates to the negative imaging, targeting, and stigmatization of
this population. It is impossible to create empowering educational systems for Black
males without first acknowledging and addressing these same issues on a societal level in
the United States. “To address and change inequitable grouping patterns, educators,
administrators, and policy makers must first acknowledge that persistent racism is rooted
in society’s settled attitudes toward African Americans as a whole” (Donelan et al., 1994,
p. 376).
Schools and School Systems
This section explores the impact that segregation, school resources and teacher
preparation has on the quality of academic achievement for Black students.
Segregation
The past and present experiences of Black males within American educational
systems can be directly linked to their academic achievement status in contemporary
society. Hopkins (1997) describes the traditionalist view of education as “the most
accessible means for achieving social, political, economic, and cultural liberation in the
United States. Public schools are vehicles of democracy and social and individual
mobility” (p. 1-2).
The decision in the Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education case in 1954 was
expected to level the playing field so that all citizens would have equal access to
educational opportunities. Prior to the Brown decision, Jim Crow laws were enforced
which meant that Black and White students were not allowed to ride the same bus, attend
the same school, or even share water fountains. As Donelan, Neal, and Jones (1994)
argue, “This was the reality of ‘Jim Crow’ or the form of American apartheid that became
law following the United States Supreme Courts decision in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896)”
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(p. 377). This ruling deemed “separate but equal” public and private accommodations for
Whites and other racial groups as constitutional. However, this ruling intentionally
segregated education and poured most of the resources into the White educational
systems.
In Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education, the plaintiffs argued that unequal
access to facilities, curricula, and instructional material for their children was
unconstitutional. Kusimo (1999) found the plaintiffs in the Brown case shared the belief
that education was the key to opportunity and upward mobility for Blacks. The plaintiffs’
beliefs, widely held within the Black community, were crucial in the Brown case. At this
point in history, there were very few White educators who believed that Black Americans
valued education. In schools where White teachers taught Black children, there were
lower expectations of the children. Essentially, Black students did not perform as well as
their White counterparts because they were not expected to do so. White educators and
parents attributed this to the Black community’s disdain for education. However, the
plaintiffs in the Brown case overwhelmingly supported and valued education as a means
to secure a prosperous and productive life for their children.
Kusimo (1999) notes that the Supreme Court addressed the question of whether or
not segregating children in public schools solely on the basis of race deprived minority
children of equal educational opportunities, even when all else was equal. The Supreme
Court ruled that not only was such racial segregation unlawful, but that it also could
generate feelings of inferiority that may affect the hearts and minds of Black children in
irreversible ways. The court asserted that the need for Black children to see themselves in
a positive, reaffirming way was just as important as curricula, facilities, and other
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resources (p. 2). This decision was telling because it spoke to the detrimental effects of
segregation as it relates to self-esteem and the possibility of feelings of inferiority in
Black children. Essentially, the Court recognized there were potential social implications
related to forcing children to attend separate schools. Clark’s (1998) analysis of the case
suggests that while the 1954 decision addressed the unconstitutional violation of the
equal protection clause, “It is also a most profound statement of the nature and purpose of
education in a democracy” (p. 125).
The Court also recognized the harmful effects of the internalization of social
injustices experienced by Black children. This acknowledgement is a reversal of early
court decisions reflecting implications of race for public accommodations (see Plessy vs.
Ferguson). Previously, the court offered a presumably race-neutral ruling that providing
alternative buildings and accommodations were suitable and constitutional.
While many viewed the 1954 Brown vs. Topeka Board of Education Supreme
Court decision as a win for Black education, throughout the United States there were
some negative consequences to this hallmark decision. In Teaching to Transgress, bell
hooks (1994) describes her experience of moving from a Black school to a White school:
The shift from the beloved, all Black schools to White schools where Black
students were always seen as interlopers, as not really belonging, taught me the
difference between education as the practice of freedom and education that
merely strives to reinforce domination (p. 4).
Hooks’ experience with racism in White schools was an unintended yet palpable
consequence of desegregation, the purpose of which was to provide increased access to
equal educational opportunity. For hooks the benefits of attending Black schools
outweighed any equal educational opportunities that would come with the
marginalization and racial domination she experienced in White schools. White schools
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did have better facilities and operational resources than Black schools before the Brown
decision however Hudson and Holmes (1994) argue, “High quality schools do not
necessarily translate into a better academic experience” (p. 389). Hudson and Holmes
corroborate hooks positive experiences with Black teachers in Black schools. “The
quality of teaching and the degree of concern for students’ welfare shown by African
American teachers within those facilities are crucial factors that cannot be overlooked”
(Hudson & Holmes, p. 389, 1994).
While hooks’ memories of desegregation were not positive, Orfield (1996)
suggested that desegregation can work when it is carefully implemented to ensure equal
and fair educational opportunities. He contends, “Desegregation properly understood, is
an attack on the underlying system of inequality and demand that the effective
institutions and opportunities be shared with those who have historically been treated
most unfairly” (p. 360). He further notes that separate but equal policies did not work in
the past and do not work in contemporary society because of the unequal opportunity and
resources (e.g. outdated textbooks, substandard schools, unprepared teachers, and
inadequate funding) still connected to race in the United States (1996).
Re-Segregation
The Brown vs. Board of Education decision was supposed to fulfill the equal
educational opportunities hopes of many Black Americans. Yet the conditions of Black
schools in this country are still structurally substandard to suburban schools. They lack
the basic resources to support the students’ academic needs, and are situated in
communities that are also in disrepair and are lacking essential supports from the local
school boards, politicians and government agencies.
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In Dismantling Desegregation: The Quiet Reversal of Brown vs. Board of
Education, Orfield (1996) asserts that race is still an indicator of unequal educational

opportunities and inadequate resources are obvious in most school districts attended by
Black children. Orfield further contends that these Black children contend with increasing
poverty, and joblessness in their communities. In contrast to their White counterparts in
the suburbs. Black children continue to experience untreated health problems,
developmental disabilities, hunger, neighborhood violence, more family disruption, lower
parent education and participation, and frequent moving to escape threatening conditions.
While the educational goals of the 1954 Brown decision were admirable, several studies
reveal that the gains that were sought by Black families continue to remain unrealized for
many Black students (Holmes & Hudson 1994; Clark, 1988; Donelan et al.; 1994;
Garibaldi, 1997). For many citizens of the United States, the Brown decision was
perceived as the “magic pill” to end the social inequities in education. Clark (1988),
whose research was used extensively in the Brown case, has been one of the leading
critics of the Brown decision and its aftermath. In assessing the effects of the decision on
the organization and operation of American educational institutions, Clark describes a
pattern of inconsistencies and anomalies:
■

De facto segregated schools continue to exist and seem to be proliferating.

■

Private schools and academies have increased and have been sponsored by
various religious groups as haven for White students whose parents are
seeking to avoid sending their children to desegregated public schools.

■

A higher percentage of Black children are attending non-segregated schools
in southern states than the percentage of Black students attending nonsegregated schools in northern urban communities.

■

The burden of transportation for the purpose of desegregating the schools is
being borne disproportionately by Black students.
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■

Three decades after the Brown decision, Black children are still attending
segregated and inferior schools that do not prepare them academically to
compete on the same level as their White counterparts.

The Brown decision was intended to ensure equal access and opportunities for
Black students, yet Clark’s assessment of continued de facto segregated schools indicate
that the expectations never materialized for many Black children. The failure to fully
implement both the spirit and the letter of the Brown ruling are directly connected to the
conditions that Black males experience in contemporary society.
Noguera (1997) writes, “Blacks generally, and males in particular, once saw
education as the most viable path to social mobility, it now increasingly serves as a
primary agent for reproducing their marginality” (p. 2). In their study of African
American males in educational systems, Crafter, Mupier, Rodney, and Rodney (1999)
revealed that Black male students are suspended in numbers disproportionate to their total
enrollment. Physical aggression was one of the most alleged infractions, leading to both
external and internal suspension. Repeat offenders accounted for 42% of all students
suspended, and school officials reported that of all students who dropped out of school,
between 51% and 55% had been previously suspended. Higher rates of misbehavior
among Black students, conflicts between the middle-class school system and the largely
low socioeconomic status (“SES”) of students, and academic deficits were cited as causes
for the higher rates of suspension (Crafter et al, 1999).
Crafter et al.’s (1999) study of Black males indicated a link between low income
Black males and disproportionately higher rates of suspensions for physical aggression
and other offenses. It is also possible that these Black males experiences with racism,
labeling, and teachers’ lack of cultural awareness could contribute to these infractions
and high rates of suspension. Crafter et al. finding that the socioeconomic status of the
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Black students and the middle-class school system were the source of conflicts for some
of the suspension might also be construed as racial conflict. As discussed in the earlier
section Black students are usually taught by White middle class female teachers.
In his 1997 study of Black males, Noguera argues the experiences of Black males
in educational systems is directly linked to their marginality in schools and the larger
social system. Black males who are suspended from school for school infractions will not
be as prepared to complete homework, participate in class discussion and perform well on
exams. Clearly, removing Black males from the educational process lowers their
achievement outcomes. The potential also exists that students who are experiencing a
hostile educational environment will disidentify with the whole educational process as a
mechanism for self-preservation (Osbourne, 1997; Steele, 1998). The high rate of
suspension, detention, and school infractions of Black males in schools can lead to
lowered academic achievement and the possibility of students disconnecting from the
school environment which may result in a higher number of absences and dropping out of
school.
School Resources
The lack of school resources for Black males before and after desegregation and
the resulting negative impact on academic achievement was examined by Orfield (1996).
Orfield found a link between a concentration of low-income minority students and a
vicious cycle of academic failure. The low income and minority students were
concentrated in schools within metropolitan areas that offer different and inferior courses
and levels of competition, uncertified and incompetent teachers in subject areas such as
math and science. Because there is such a wide gap in course content and grading
standards in suburban and high poverty school attended by minority students, these
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students do not have realistic expectations of the standards involved in being prepared to
attend college (Orfield, 1996).
Hammond’s (1998) research corroborates Orfield’s (1996) assertion that school
resources and academic achievement. Hammond examined educational systems and
revealed four factors which consistently influence student achievement:
1.

All else being equal, students perform better if they are educated in smaller
schools where they are well known; (300-500) students is optimal.

2.

Students perform better if they have smaller class sizes (especially at the
elementary level).

3.

Students perform better if they receive a challenging curriculum.

4.

Students perform better if they have more qualified teachers (p. 30).

Gay (2001) corroborates Hammond's 1998 study by noting, “various resources
used in the educational process have a direct effect on the level and quality of student
achievement. When different groups of students are exposed to qualitatively different
resources, their achievement also differs” (p. 211).
In predominantly minority neighborhoods, schools are, on average, more than
twice the size of predominantly White schools, often reaching 3,000 students or more in
most cities. Class sizes are 15 percent larger overall and 80 percent larger for non special
education classes. Curriculum offerings and materials are lower in quality, and
enrollment rates in honor and advanced placement courses are low. Black males are
tracked into lower levels, and teachers are less qualified in terms of levels of education,
certification, and training in the field they teach (Gay, 2001; Hammond, 1998).
In Savage Inequalities: Children in American Schools, Jonathan Kozol (1991)
described some of the deficiencies he found in public schools in which Black children
represented the majority of the student population. His findings included rodents and
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vermin, leaky ceilings, outdated and inadequate textbooks, insufficient reference
materials including encyclopedias in the classroom, lack of modern technology (i.e.,
computers, science lab equipment, media centers), inadequate or missing recreational
facilities (i.e., cafeteria, swimming pool, gymnasiums, sport fields), incompetent
teachers, and inadequate spending per pupil.
Factors such as poor resources and teacher competency undoubtedly contribute to
the high failure and drop out rates of Black males. (Johnson, 1992: Gay, 2001; Garibaldi,
1997; Hopkins, 1997; Hammond, 1998; and Ogbu, 1994). Positive and supportive
learning environments for Black students are characterized by lower class sizes, qualified
teachers in all subject areas, high quality and challenging curriculum and schools that are
not set up as warehouses but actual settings for learning. Research data reveals a
disproportionate number of Black males attending schools with fewer resources and less
competent certified teachers in varied subject areas. This research helps to extend our
understanding of how school environments contribute to the low academic achievement
levels of this population.
Teacher Preparation
Research shows that teacher preparation makes a tremendous difference in a
child’s learning. In an analysis of teachers’ preparation, Ferguson found that “teachers’
expertise was the single most important detriment of student achievement, accounting for
roughly 40 percent of the measured variance in students’ reading and math achievement
gains in grades 1-12” (cited in Hammond, 1998, p. 30). In schools with the highest
minority enrollments, students have less than a 50 percent chance of getting a math or
science teacher with a license and a degree in the field. In 1994, fully one-third of
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teachers in high-poverty schools taught without a minor in their main field and nearly 70
percent taught without a minor in their secondary teaching field (Hammond, 1998).
In 1998, 71% of teachers in the United States felt they were well prepared to
maintain order and discipline in the classroom. Fewer teachers felt they were well
prepared to meet certain instructional requirements, including implementing new
teaching methods (41%), implementing state or district curriculum and performance
standards (36%), or using student performance assessment techniques (28%). Teachers
were least likely to report that they felt very well prepared to integrate educational
technology into their teaching methods (20%) or to address the needs of students with
disabilities (21%) or of students with limited English proficiency or from diverse cultural
backgrounds (20%) (U.S. Department of Education, 2001c).
After more than 8 hours of professional development on maintaining order and
discipline in the classroom, 68% of teachers felt very well prepared. However, after more
than 8 hours of professional development addressing the needs of students with limited
English proficiency or from diverse cultural backgrounds, only 41% of teachers felt very
well prepared (U.S. Department of Education, 1998). This data indicates that over 50% of
teachers do not feel well prepared to address issues related to diversity and cultural
backgrounds. This is important to note because Whites comprise over 87% of the
teaching population (Banks & Banks 2001).
This data is particularly damning because while teacher preparation is one of the
single most significant determinants of student academic success, nearly 60% of teachers
who received training did not feel prepared to teach students of diverse cultural
backgrounds. These teachers inability to feel prepared to teacher students of diverse
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backgrounds suggests a need for school systems to provide more professional
development on teaching and the diversity of student populations.
Deflecting responsibility can further compound the damage done by poorly
prepared teachers. For example, instead of acknowledging their own actions and
incompetence, many poorly prepared teachers blame the Black male students for their
incompetence. Hammond also notes that underprepared educators “often [blame] the
students if their expertise is unsuccessful” (p. 31). According to Hammond (1998),
“studies of underprepared teachers consistently find that they are less effective with
students and that they have difficulty with curriculum development, classroom
management, student motivation and teaching strategies” (p. 31). Hammond’s (1988) link
between the structural aspects of school (i.e., under-prepared teachers) and low
achievement levels for Black males corroborates Gay’s (2001) findings that the perceived
low achievement deficiencies can be linked to curriculum, instruction and educational
inequities. If incompetent teachers are teaching Black males, then inevitably this
population is at a disadvantage in all levels of academic achievement. Black males’
ability to pass competency exams, standardized tests, and college entrance exams is
effected by the level of adequate instruction in subject areas.
A review of the statistics on Black males in the United States illustrates that the
educational system still fails to address equal educational opportunities and outcomes. In
2000, the percentage of 16-24 year old Black, non-Hispanic dropouts was 13.1%,
compared to 6.9% for White, non-Hispanics. The percentage of 18-24 years old Black,
non-Hispanics who were high school completes was 83.7% compared to 91.8% White,
non-Hispanic (U.S. Department of Education, 2001b). “Educational performance levels

29

among Blacks are down; fewer Black males are attending four-year colleges, and the
number of Blacks receiving degrees at the graduate and postgraduate levels is unsteady”
(Gibraldi 1997, p. 105-106).
Regardless of whether Black students are suspended or in school every day, their
academic achievement level outcomes are still lower than their White counterparts.
“Even for students of color who remain in school, their academic achievement levels are
significantly lower than those of European Americans. These differences exist on all
measures for every age group at all levels of schooling, at every socioeconomic level”
(Gougis, 1986; The College Board, 1999, cited in Gay, 2001, p. 200).
Family Influences
The earlier sections of this chapter explored the pervasiveness and role of racism
on the experiences of Black males in school systems. I have also looked at how teachers
convey stereotypes and the link between poor resources in Black schools and the
academic achievement of Black males. In this section, I will discuss the role of Black
families in the educational endeavors of their children, and the ways in which family
members might support their achievement or might contribute to the factors that hold
them back. I am not saying anywhere in this section that families are to blame. I do not
hold the view of the pathology of Black families. I do however think there is some useful
literature on what families are able to contribute to support Black males and also the
ways in which Black families may unintentionally contribute to the barriers to academic
achievement.
Research by Johnson (1992), Costes, Halle, and Mahoney (1997) revealed there
are several familial influences that can help or hinder the level of academic achievement
for Black males. These include parent-child relationships, parental expectations, and
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family demographics (e.g. socioeconomic, parental status, and sibling relationships).
Additionally, research by Baker and Hill (1996), Cunningham, Dupree, Spencer, and
Swanson (1996), Clark (1988), and Delpit (1995) found that the influences of Black
families were both powerful supports and obstacles to the educational outcomes of their
children.
Barker and Hill (1996) corroborate this claim by noting, “The family unit is the
most powerful predictor of human behavior. The foundation of the family shapes the
child’s perceptions, understanding, and personality” (p. 77). Consequently, if family
member value education and serve as positive role models in making educational choices,
children are likely to have a more positive framework in which to pursue their
educational endeavors. According to Johnson (1992), “the personality characteristics of
child and parental behaviors are sets of variables that interact with one another and
together influence school achievement” (p. 109). Essentially, Black children model the
behaviors and attitudes of their parents toward education; whether this is true or not is
open to debate.
While many Black children are able to construct a positive model of education
within their families, others come from families where no such models exist. Barker and
Hill (1996) suggest a “mirroring” link between a parent’s dysfunctional behavior and the
child’s response to dysfunctional behavior:
The children’s perception, understanding and sense of self are a reflection of their
parenting person and will mirror the parenting person’s dysfunctioning behavior
patterns. The parent’s own orientation to inadequate parenting—lack of nurture,
structure, and inculturation—is the root of his or her own dysfunctional behavior
as a parent (p. 78).
Parents influence the educational outcomes of their children in the earliest years
of schooling. Children enter kindergarten with knowledge and skills that vary by their
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mother’s level of education. For example, first graders whose mothers earned a high
school diploma exhibited higher reading gains than those students whose mother did not
earn a high school diploma (U.S. Department of Education, 2001a). This data could
possibly support the conclusion that “dysfunction” or lack of educational insights and
tools for role modeling positive educational behaviors and attitudes can have detrimental
outcomes for Black children. However I believe there are two ways to understand this
data. Without role models at home or at school, many Black males often find themselves
without support or guidance, which places them at an academic disadvantage that could
inevitably lead to negative educational outcomes. The other perspective is that even
parents who attempt to do their best and support their children’s academic efforts might
be hindered by their own lack of educational backgrounds.
Other studies support a link between positive family role models and positive
educational outcomes for Black males. Costes, et al. (1997) studied family influence on
school achievement in low-income Black children and found that “parental beliefs that
are linked to actual achievement—promoting behaviors are important in helping children
achieve academic success” (p. 535). Essentially, in the Costes et al. study, low income
Black children whose parents verbalized their academic expectations of their children and
supported these expectations with behaviors that reinforced these academic expectations
contributed to higher academic achievement and more positive educational outcomes.
Costes et al. emphasize the relationship between parental expectation and academic
success. The authors write, “relatedly we believe that the key to resiliency among African
American youth from disadvantaged backgrounds may lie in the ability of parents to
combine their high expectations for their children’s academic success with actions that
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will promote that success” (p. 535). These promoting behaviors included parental
instruction of math and reading at home. Children with more books at home also were
reported to have higher reading abilities. Another important suggestion from the study
findings was some parent’s achievement fostering behaviors might be constrained by
factors not associated with their belief systems. Low income Black parents contend with
employment, childcare, housing, health, and other issues that might prevent them from
supporting the academic pursuits of their children. Costes et al. note support of these
families from the larger community is essential to ensuring academic success for these
Black children.
In a 1984 study, Prom-Jackson surveyed 811 graduates of college preparatory
high schools who were clients of A Better Chance Inc., (ABC), a nonprofit educational
organization that identifies talented children from low-income backgrounds as possible
candidates for such schools. According to Johnson (1992), “Students whose parents
viewed education as a means of improving their economic condition and whose mothers
encouraged them to study science and mathematics were more likely to aspire to and
attain careers in mathematics and science” (p. 107). When Black youths are provided
with the same educational support to excel in math and science, they rise to the occasion
and excel at the same rate as White students. These educational supports included having
parents who viewed education as a means to economic prosperity and encouraged them
to study math and science (Johnson 1992). Another study by Cunningham, et al. (1987)
of 498 Black adolescents concluded that parental encouragement is the most important
reason for goal attainment. “That these adolescents were found to already view their
parents as the most important sources of influence with regard to their goal attainment
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suggests that greater support of parental interventions bodes well for these youths’
chances of becoming successful and well educated adults” (p. 42). Additionally,
Cunningham, et al. found that Black youth aspire to professional goals and view parents
as the most important resource for obtaining these goals. The authors encourage Black
parents to monitor their children’s activities even when their children might perceive
these actions as “hassling.”
These studies demonstrate a positive relationship between family support,
educational role models and educational outcomes. They also suggest that given the
opportunity to excel with parental support, Black males can meet high achievement
levels. Nevertheless, educators and academics must find ways to implement policies and
curricula that support Black males who for whatever reason are not given educational
support at home.

Family Demographics
Socioeconomic class and parental status have been shown to affect the academic
achievement outcomes of Black males. In 2000, young adults from families whose
income fell in the lowest 20% of all family incomes were six times more likely to become
high school dropouts than their peers from families in the top 20%. Furthermore, the drop
out rate was 10% for students from the lowest 20% of family income level compared to
5.2% for the middle 60% and 1.6% of students from the families in the top 20% (U.S.
Department of Commerce, 2000). In the United States, Black families are
disproportionately found in the lower income level brackets. Therefore, according to
these statistics, Black males who come from these families are further disadvantaged.
Black males from families in the upper socioeconomic brackets usually perform
at higher academic levels than their peers in the lower brackets. Parents of Black males
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from higher socioeconomic backgrounds tend to have more education. These parents also
demonstrate certain behaviors that appear to be more invested in their children’s
academic success, which places those children at an advantage. Johnson describes the
connection between the socioeconomic status of Black parents and the implications for
academic achievement:
The extent to which parents are involved in school activities and the extent to
which they actively monitor their children’s school performance do relate to their
economic conditions and prospects, and the resources available to the community
are tied to economic and political factors (1992, p. 101).
In an earlier study of the correlation between family socioeconomic status and
performance on standardized tests, “Johnson (1979) reported a .97 correlation between
family income and performance on the Medical College Admission Test (MCAT), using
a Superman rank-order correction coefficient based on aggregated levels of income”
(Johnson, 1992, p. 102). It is important to note that children can achieve at high levels
when provided with adequate home preparation and positive educational support
independent of family income.
Parental Status
In her review of the Clark study conducted in 1983, Johnson (1992) examined
Clark’s intensive ethnographic approach to examining family effects on the academic
achievement of Black children. Clark’s study illuminated the possibility that parental
status is not as important as positive modeling behavior in influencing academic
achievement for Black males. Furthermore, Clark reported, “In African American
families of high-achieving seniors, psychosocial orientation and home activity patterns
were directed toward achievement” (cited in Johnson, 1992, p. 104). “In families of lowachieving seniors the parents and other family members seemed overcome by the

35

circumstances of their lives. They expressed feelings of limited control, personal
depression, and an abysmal emotional spirit was present in some homes” (cited in
Johnson, 1992, p. 104-105). Clark’s study, however, reveals that even when Black
children come from homes where parents have low incomes or education levels, positive
educational role modeling can still result in positive educational outcomes. Studies by
Costes, et al. (1997) and Cunningham, et al. (1987) also support the importance of parent
beliefs and positive educational role modeling for Black males.
Crafter, et al. (1999) studied variables contributing to grade retention among
Black adolescent males, and supported the conclusion Clark (1983) found in his study.
“The researcher’s hypothesis that the lack of discipline associated with grade retention
was confirmed.” Crafter, et al. (1999) also informs us that, “The study sample included
mostly children whose fathers lived away from home; the mothers likely were not able to
provide sufficient disciplining measures to prevent the young boys from engaging in
reprehensible conduct” (p. 189). This study clearly indicates that for some Black males
who come from single parent female-headed households, their mother’s supervision was
not enough to support and monitor their academic activities.
The availability of fathers plays an especially important role in the development
of positive self-esteem in African American boys (Walker, Taylor, McElroy & Wilson,
1995). Conversely, the lack of male role models for African American boys in general, as
well as in the educational system, could be a negative factor in promoting educational
attainment (Washington & Newman, 1991) as it is in some problem behaviors
(Ohannessian & Hesselbrock, 1993; Rodney & Mupier, 1997) (cited in Crafter et. al.,
1999, p. 189).
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Although the Crafter, et al. study did not conclusively find a relationship link
between absentee fathers and grade retention, it brings up a factor that is evident in many
households headed by Black females. The lack of positive male role models can
contribute to negative educational outcomes for Black males. In contrast, Clark (1983)
suggested there is not always a positive association between female-headed households
and low-achieving Black males. Specifically, Clark (1983) noted similar psychological
and behavioral patterns among single and two-parent families who had high-achieving
high school seniors living at home. The major difference he reported was their “creative
use of other persons to reinforce parent’s goals for their children. The approach of those
single mothers to their circumstances is an example of sheer determination, persistence,
and strength” (cited in Johnson, 1992, p. 105). This body of research is important because
it contradicts the negative image of the Black female-headed household. There are many
families headed by Black females where the children are quite successful in their
academic endeavors. Ironically, it is the resourcefulness and sheer will power of Black
female-headed households that contribute to the success rates of so many Black males in
educational systems.
As discussed earlier, it should also be noted that Black female-headed families are
disproportionately poorer than other families in the United States. This can also impact
the abilities of these families to provide educational role modeling. Johnson clearly points
out this dilemma. “The ability to provide subsistence needs is a condition which if not
present, undermines the ability of the family to provide these academic facilitators”
(1992, p. 113).
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Low income Black families face many hardships in their struggle to survive and
meet the basic needs of their family members. Education may be valued in many Black
families, yet the exposure to racism, inadequate housing, bills, child care, racism in the
criminal justice system, unemployment, and other such factors can easily supersede
educational aspirations. As members of these families, Black males are thus exposed to
these social ills on a daily basis. It would be impossible for these social ills not to
influence their educational opportunities and educational outcomes.
In their study of family influence in Black families, Costes, et al. (1997) found
that “Barring the aid of sources outside the family, the maintenance of positive attitudes
about academic abilities and skills may be one of the most important family
characteristics associated with future success” (p. 535). The family network and structure
can be detrimental or beneficial to academic achievement. A host of variables, such as
socioeconomic status, parental status, family demographics, single family vs. two family,
parental educational supports and the ability of the family to simply survive through the
day mediate the impact of family as a factor. This highlights the importance of educators
recognizing that Black males come from different families with different needs.
Adaptive Strategies
In response to all of the aforementioned educational obstacles, it is important to
look at the resiliency and the patterns of adaptations even if the adaptive coping strategies
are not leading to academic achievement. Given the pervasiveness of racism, labeling,
poverty, and inadequate school resources, resiliency and adaptive coping strategies are
important to keep these Black males alive. It is important to look at these strategies and
see whether or not they are related to academic achievement. The literature that discusses
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adaptive coping strategies also acknowledges that for the most part these coping
strategies do not lead to academic achievement.
Some Black males demonstrate considerable capacity for resilience by developing
adaptive/coping strategies such as disidentification and self-handicapping (Arunkumar,
Midgely & Urdan, 1996; Steele, 1997, 1998; Osbourne, 1997), and racelessness
(Fordham, 1988). Many Black males view these strategies as oppositional to the cultural
framework of schooling and acting White (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Ogbu,1992). As
suggested by (Johnson 1992), despite racism’s negative affects, some Black males have
developed adaptive responses for self-preservation with positive results. However,
besides resisting the linear structure of educational systems (policies, curricula, codes of
conduct, pedagogy), they may continue to feel alienated. Furthermore, Black males are
not provided alternative options that could be used to create educational systems
conducive to their learning, and/or lack the skills and “know how” to respond to racism in
ways that constructively enable their academic achievement.
In order to be successful in educational systems, Black males are often forced to
adapt to hostile educational environments. Many educational systems send a message to
Black male students equivalent to, “we really do not want you here, but since you are
here, you must leave your culture at the school door, conform to our cultural modes of
teaching and endure the racism.” Fordham (1988) reinforces this point when she analyzes
the effect of school structure on Black adolescents:
Black adolescents consciously and unconsciously sense that they have to give up
aspects of their identities and other indigenous cultural system in order to achieve
success as defined in dominant-group term: their resulting social selves are
embodied in the notion of racelessness (p. 81).
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Ogbu (1987) explores the relationship between the educational outcomes of
minority children and American society. He suggests “schools contribute to the academic
problems of minority children because they operate according to the norms of American
society and according to the norms of the communities in which they exist” (p. 319).
While some of these adaptive strategies allow Black males to maintain a strong sense of
self worth and cultural identity, the negative achievement outcomes are dismal and are a
result of their increased isolation, alienation, and a sense of otherness.
According to theories of adaptation, the behavior of any individual represents a
partial product of their evolutionary history and results from their interactions with the
environment (Kim, Marshall, and Spencer, 1987). This is important to note because
attempts to alter the low educational outcomes of Black children will not be successful
through efforts to correct or fix the behaviors of Black students. Behaviors are predicated
on the evolutionary history of Black males within educational systems. As a result, the
characteristics of the school environment produce adaptive behavior that results in low
achievement. According to “adaptive theory,” changing the environment of schools will
directly correlate with behavioral changes in Black male students, i.e., giving attention to
a variety of characteristics and factors in the environment. “Until recently, little attention
was given to the quality of the curriculum content and instructional processes as key
factors in formulas for educational equity” (Gay, 2001, p. 197).
Black males adapt strategies that can provide them a sense of dignity and self
worth in the face of their experiences encountered in educational systems. Many of the
strategies adopted by Black males can lead to negative educational outcomes.
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Attitudes and Perceptions
There seems to be a positive relationship between Black males’ identification
with education and their educational achievement. Black males who are more identified
with education perform at higher levels than other less identified Black males. Black
males’ attitudes and perceptions of their environments affect how they perform
academically. In turn, many educators perceive Black males as having an “attitude” or
being in need of an “attitude adjustment.” The research of Ogbu (1986, 1987, 1992),
Steele (1998), Kohl (1991) and others imply that Black male’ perceptions about and
attitudes toward academic achievement are related to their experiences as a racial group
that has been targeted by discrimination, racism and stereotypes.
Identification/Disidentiflcation
A Black male’s level of engagement or identification with education will
influence his ability or willingness to perform at high academic levels. Furthermore, if
students are able to positively link their self-esteem with educational outcomes, the result
will be higher levels of academic achievement. In contrast, students who do not identify
or link their self esteem to positive educational outcomes demonstrate lower academic
achievement levels.
Identifying with academics is the extent to which academic pursuits and outcomes
form the basis for global self-evaluation (Osborne, 1995). This is conceptually distinct
from, albeit related to, academic self-concept and self esteem. In more technical terms,
identification with academics is the extent to which one’s self-evaluation in a particular
area (e.g., academics) affects one’s overall self-evaluation (global self-esteem) (Osborne,
1997, p. 728).
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Students who identify with academics should be more successful in their
academic pursuits because their performance is connected to their self-esteem. In
contrast, students who do not identify with education demonstrate a lower motivation to
be academically successful. Therefore, it is not punishing or considered a hardship for
these students to fail a course, or be suspended. “The disidentified individuals may
therefore be at higher risks for academic problems, especially poor grades and dropping
out” (Osbourne, 1997, p. 728). The sample for this study included Black, Hispanic, and
White boys and girls. The results of Osborne’s 1997 study of race and academic
disidentification revealed, “In general, African American boys appear to be the only
group that experienced serious and significant disidentification with academics. No other
group evidenced significant disidentification” (p. 734).
Concurring with the disidentification theory presented by Osbourne (1997), Steele
(1998) additionally notes the importance of the value attributed to educational domains.
He suggests that for Black males, the concept of self-esteem can be derived from other
domains besides education. Steele highlights the relationship between identifying with a
domain where the student perceives a personal value association:
The process of disidentifying with domains where one is devalued and identifying
with domains where one is valued—be it a constructive domain like sports or an
unconstructive domain like youth gangs—is one of the chief mechanisms by
which these students maintain their high overall self-esteem (p. 681).
It is plausible that in educational systems where Black males see themselves
failing at higher rates than their White counterparts, many use disidentification as a
defense mechanism to maintain their high level of self-esteem. Ultimately, students place
value in the domains that bring them a high level of satisfaction and self worth.
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This body of research supports my earlier contention that many Black males who
find themselves in educational environments that are not supportive or nurturing will
develop such defense mechanisms. By disidentifying with domains like “school work” or
“school,” some Black males do not feel the need to excel in that domain. In addition,
global self-evaluation is not connected to their level of academic achievement. Hence,
their thoughts might be “if I fail, it is not because I am incompetent, I just do not care for
school” or “school is not important.” This might appear beneficial to some Black students
who do not see any other options; however, as discussed earlier, these students tend to be
suspended, placed in detention, act out, or drop out of school. Additionally, Osborne
(1997) argues, “these statistics reinforce the assertion that disidentification is a group
level response to stigma, rather than a response to poor performance” (p. 728).
Stereotype Threat
Stereotypes of Black males can affect the ways in which they are responded to in
educational systems. One aspect of stereotyping is the harsh reality of some Black males
internalizing the stereotype and allowing it to dictate their individual behavior in
educational outcomes. There are many negative stereotypes about the academic
achievement abilities of Black males. In addition, for Black students who identify with a
domain such as education, there is a “threat of the stereotype” which can negatively
affect their achievement (Steele, 1997, p. 616). Steele (1998) believes, “Stereotype threat
occurs when one recognizes that a negative stereotype about a group to which one
belongs is applicable to oneself in a particular situation. This is threatening, I argue,
because one then realizes that one could be treated in terms of that negative stereotype”
(p. 680).
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For Black males, the threat of stereotyping can lead to test anxiety, lower test
scores on standardized test and poor performance on classroom presentations. Steele
(1997) refers to stereotyping as a “situational threat—a threat in the air.” He identifies
factors of “stereotype threat” as follows:
1.

If the threat is experienced in the midst of a valued domain—the emotional
reaction it cause could directly interfere with performance.

2.

When the threat become chronic, it can pressure disidentification, a
reconceptualization of the self and of one’s values so as to remove the
domain as a self identity, as a basis for self evaluation.

3.

Disidentification offers an option of removing the domain as a link to your
self-esteem. However, while protecting an individual’s self esteem, this
action can be detrimental when the domain is education. For African
American males who are severely impacted by stereotype threat,
disidentification with the educational domain may again be viewed as a
defense mechanism and coping strategy against the realities of their failure
rate in educational systems (p. 614).

In critique of Steele’s stereotype theory, Whaley (1998) suggests that because a
student’s anxiety can be elicited by simply having their race indicated on a test, such
anxiety is not an indicator of an unfounded fear. Test taking motivations will need to be
considered for some Black students. “Fear of being stereotyped is likely to be based on
actual experiences” (p. 679). Blacks experience racism every day and the likelihood of
being targeted can also lead to stress or anxiety regardless of a value domain.
Although Whaley’s critique provides another analysis of stereotype threat, it is
not completely contradictory to Steele’s stereotype theory. Both theories suggest that the
structural/institutional marginalization of Black students can impact their ability to
perform at high academic levels.
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Self-Handicapping Strategies
There is a high concentration of Black males who use self-handicapping strategies
to maintain a positive sense of self although failing in educational systems. Self¬
handicapping mechanisms are used as strategies to control outcomes of success or failure.
“It is a proactive attempt to manipulate others’ perception of the causes of performance
outcome” (Arunkumar, Midgely and Urdan, 1996. p. 423).
Similar to Steele (1997, 1998) and Osbourne (1997), research on disidentification
theory indicates that students use handicapping strategies as a way to appear competent
and also link their academic failure to a lack of interest or low relevance of academics in
their lives. Essentially the educational domain is not valued or linked to their self-esteem.
According to Arunkumar, et al. (1996), “Saying that you did not do well because you
were tired is an attribution, whereas deliberately staying up late in order to use lack of
sleep as an excuse in case you should do poorly is a self-handicapping strategy” (p. 423).
Furthermore, Arunkumar, et al. (1996) define ego orientation “as seeking to prove
or demonstrate one’s competence relative to others, whereas a learning orientation is
defined as seeking to improve or develop one’s competence” (p. 425). In their study, “If I
Don’t Do Well Tomorrow, There’s a Reason: Predictors of Adolescents’ Use of
Academic Self-Handicapping Strategies,” Arunkumar et al. (1996) suggested that “the
relationship between ego-oriented goals and self-handicapping was stronger for African
American students than for European American students” (p. 425). This study reinforces
Steele’s stereotype threat theory. If Black students perceive the possibility of a negative
outcome, then they may use handicapping as a strategy against appearing less competent.
Steele suggests, “In a setting where relative achievement is salient, Black students must
deal with the stereotype that students of their race perform less well than do other
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students. Steele believes that the stereotype activity interferes with performance” (Cited
in Arunkumar, et al. 1996, p. 431).
For many Black males, peer groups are an important domain linked to their selfconcept and self-esteem. Covington (1992) suggests that students’ achievement behaviors
in schools can be ‘“the struggle to escape being labeled stupid’. Self-handicapping
strategies may be seen as a sign of disengagement from school. Rather than being a
gradual and somewhat unconscious withdrawal from school and learning, they represent
a type of purposeful disengagement” (Cited in Arunkumar et al. 1996, p. 423). This is an
important theory because Covington acknowledges that sometimes the handicapping
strategies of Black males are not just ill prepared responses to achievement in educational
systems. The level of academic disengagement demonstrated by some Black males is a
clear, reflective, and critical response to their treatment within educational systems.
Given the nefarious implications of labeling, these handicapping strategies are ways in
which Black males may attempt to retain personal power. Nevertheless, the handicapping
strategies result in lower academic achievement levels.
Acting White
For many Black males, the possibility of being labeled “White” or “Acting
White” negatively affects their responses to education. Based on their experiences, many
Black males perceive educational systems as White oriented. For many members of this
population, embracing the culture of Whiteness is akin to separating them from their
Black culture and identifying with the “oppressor.” Fordham and Ogbu (1986) suggest
“fictive kinship” be used to denote a cultural symbol of collective identity of Black
Americans. Black males may feel White identified pursuits are in opposition to their
sense of “fictive kinship.” These perceptions have a detrimental effect on the academic
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achievement outcomes of many Black males. Several studies (Ogbu, 1987, 1997; Irvine,
1989, Fordham, 1988; Fordham and Ogbu, 1998) suggest that an oppositional cultural
framework between Black students and educational systems contributes to feelings of
alienation and disconnect among Black male students.
According to Fordham and Ogbu (1986), “One major reason Black students do
poorly in school is that they experience inordinate ambivalence and affective dissonance
in regard to academic effort” (p. 177). The relationship between race and education for
White and Black Americans has influenced these ambivalent attitudes and perceptions:
This problem arose partly because White Americans traditionally refused to
acknowledge that Black Americans are capable of intellectual achievement, and
partly because Black Americans subsequently began to doubt their own
intellectual ability, began to define academic success as White people’s
prerogative and begin to discourage their peers, perhaps unconsciously, from
emulating White people in academic striving, i.e. from “acting White” (Ogbu and
Fordham, 1986, p. 177).
The extent to which Black males view education as an oppositional cultural
framework will determine the boundaries formed to maintain their Black identity. Those
behaviors, meanings, events, and activities that are characteristically perceived as White
will not be viewed as appropriate for them. In contrast, Black males may embrace
behaviors, symbols, events, and activities that are not associated with the White
American culture as more appropriate for them (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). The
oppositional cultural framework suggests that Black males respond to the structural or
institutional racial oppression in society rather than just what they experience in
individual classrooms. Instead of investing their energies into academic pursuits with a
proven history of failure in educational systems, their global coping strategies in the
larger society inform their decisions. Research by Ogbu (1992) refers to this phenomenon
as “the cultural models of schooling.” The attitudes and behaviors that Black children
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learn from their community and bring to school are required and appropriate for the place
Black Americans have traditionally occupied in the American racial stratification system
(Fordham and Ogbu, 1986, p. 179).
Fordham and Ogbu (1986) further suggest the following factors for the low
educational outcomes of Black males:
1.

White people provide them with inferior schooling and treat them differently
in school.

2.

By imposing a job ceiling, White people fail to reward them adequately for
their educational accomplishments in adult life.

3.

Black Americans develop coping strategies that, in turn further limit their
striving for academic success (p. 179).

These factors clearly note that the mistreatment of Black males in educational
systems and mainstream society influences their perceptions and responses to
“schooling” and educational pursuits. Understanding the cultural models, degree of trust,
cultural frame of reference and educational strategies of Black male students will increase
our understanding of their behaviors, decisions, or attitudes toward school (Ogbu, 1992).
“Thus these community forces (the group’s cultural models, and the coping responses the
model generates, the degree of the group’s trust in the White-controlled school systems,
and its cultural beliefs about cultural and language differences) ultimately influence how
the minority students perceive and respond to schooling” (Ogbu p. 292).
Racelessness
The theory of “racelessness” presented by Fordham (1988) presents another
perspective on Black males and their maintenance of racial identity in educational
systems. Fordham defines racelessness as the desired outcome of developing a raceless
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persona. Black students can unconsciously or consciously disassociate themselves from
the Black fictive kinship system.
Essentially, Black males who assimilate improve their chances of academic
success. In her study of racelessness, Fordham (1988) examined the relationship between
Black adolescents’ racial identity and their school performance, and the role that the
larger social structure plays in that relationship. Fordham argued:
Despite the growing acceptance of ethnicity and strong ethnic identification in the
larger American society, school officials appear to disapprove of strong ethnic
identity among Black adolescents, both toward developing strong racial and
ethnic identities and toward performing well in school (p. 55).
Consequently, Black male students who are willing to check their racial identity
and cultural models at the school door and assimilate into the educational system’s model
of behaviors and norms are rewarded and afforded a greater opportunity to achieve
academic success. For those Black male students who are not willing to “sell themselves
out,” or become labeled or viewed as “Uncle Toms,” their behaviors are deemed
unacceptable and undesirable for academic success.
For many Black males, developing a raceless personality can lead to higher
academic success in educational systems. These students attempt to maximize their
success in school and in life by minimizing their relationships to the Black community
and to the stigma attached to “Blackness” (Fordham, 1988, p. 57). Many reject the notion
of losing their cultural identities and conforming to the linear and “White culture” of
educational systems. For those Black males who challenge educational systems, there is
usually a high price to be paid. Fine describes this high price when he states, “Another
important difference between Black students who stay in urban high schools and those
who drop out is that the latter group is more likely to challenge injustices and social
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inequities in the school system” (Cited in Whaley, 1993, p. 680). Black male students
who will not identify with the policies of these educational institutions feel a compelling
need to remove themselves from hostile environments. This results in a higher dropout
rate for this particular population.
Any analysis of the “acting White” phenomenon relative to Black males in
educational systems must address the societal implications for racial oppression in
society. As noted by the research studies (Ogbu, 1987, 1992; Fordham, 1988; Fordham &
Ogbu, 1986; Cook & Ludwig 1997; Whaley, 1998), Black males embrace a “fictive
kinship,” and have developed cultural models and coping strategies that are oppositional
to policies and models of schooling in educational systems. Many Black males view such
policies and models as representative of the larger society and their experiences of racial
oppression. Consequently, these Black males are unlikely to embrace a cultural “school”
model perceived as a tool of White culture, and in opposition to their sense of community
and cultural frame of reference. This also illustrates the inequities between Black and
White students in educational systems. White students are not asked or required to leave
their cultural models at the school door in order to be academically successful. Again,
Black males are placed at an academic disadvantage.
Summary
Researchers have suggested numerous factors affecting Black males and their
pursuit of academic achievement (stereotype threat, Steele, 1998; disidentification,
Osborne, 1997; racelessness, Fordham, 1988; handicapping, Arukumar et al., 1996; race,
Hammond, 1994; curriculum, Hopkins, 1997). Ogbu (1987, 1992) argues the need for
educators to understand the cultural frames of reference of Black youth as a tool for
increasing equal educational opportunities Spencer and Swanson (1991) suggest parental
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monitoring and support as indicators of Black adolescents’ future goal attainment and
success in educational systems, while Hudson and Holmes (1994) advocate the
importance of Black teachers as role models for Black students in educational systems.
“By their very presence, they convey to Black school children the expectation that they
can and will succeed” (p. 389-390). Delpit (1995) believes educators must understand the
histories and cultural backgrounds of students they are teaching in the classroom. It is
also important to include the cultural and historical background of students to the
curriculum offered in the schools. Additionally, Delpit (1995) suggests that educators
must acknowledge and be aware of their racist attitudes and behaviors as they relate to
the learning outcomes of diverse children. “If we are to successfully educate all of our
children, we must work to remove the blinders of stereotypes, monoculture instructional
methodologies, ignorance, social distance, biased research, and racism” (p. 182). The role
of racism and poverty as factors in the educational experiences of Black students and
their families was evident by the body of literature reviewed in this chapter. There is
urgent need for community and school personnel to respond to these problems by
providing support and assistance that will increase the academic achievement of Black
males.
This chapter presented a review of significant literature in the educational
experiences of Black males. The roles of segregation and resegregation, race and racism,
family influences, adaptive strategies in educational experiences were revealed to be
factors that have effected the academic achievement of Black males. The next Chapter
will detail the methodology used for this study.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
This chapter will present the research methodology employed in my study of the
perceptions of educational experiences, as described by low-income, 12th grade Black
male students. This chapter includes a discussion of the setting for the study, the selection
of the participants, and the data collection and analysis procedures used. This chapter will
also describe the rationale for using a qualitative, phenomenological, in-depth
interviewing methodology to examine the educational perceptions of the study
participants.
Questions Guiding this Research
Questions that directed this study include the following:
1.

What are the factors that Black male youth identify as obstacles/supports in
their relationship with peers both in school/ and out of school?

2.

What are the factors that Black male youth identify in their relationships with
their families/caretakers that are either obstacles or supports in their
educational achievements?

3.

What are the factors that Black males identify as obstacles or supports in their
in-school relationships?

4.

What factors do Black male youth identify as obstacles or supports within the
larger social systems?
Rationale and Theoretical Framework

The section provides a brief rationale for the use of a qualitative methodology
using phenomenological, in-depth interviewing as the method of inquiry. The critical and
postmodern assumptions described by Rossman and Rallis (1998) provide philosophical
underpinnings for the methodological bases for this study:
1.

Research fundamentally involves issues of power.
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2.

The research report is not transparent but rather it is authored by a raced,
gendered, classed and politically oriented individual.

3.

Attention to race class, and gender are crucial for understanding experience.

4.

Historically traditional research has silenced members of oppressed and
marginalized groups (p. 67).

Adopting these assumptions as a foundation of my research has allowed me to be
reflective and vigilant in understanding my own biases and personal history, as well as
their impact on the conduct of this study. Furthermore, the underlying assumptions
guiding this study challenged me to be aware of power dynamics that might occur during
the course of the study, and to support my initiatives by maintaining the legitimacy and
accuracy of the participants’ stories.
Qualitative Research
According to Rudestam and Newton (1998), “researchers attempting to inquire or
make discoveries must discern which methodology is most practical for their study and
coinvestigator” (p. 90). As such, the decision to choose qualitative research as the method
of inquiry for this study was a carefully considered process. Rossman and Rallis (1998)
believe qualitative research takes the researcher into the world of the participants, a
primary goal of my work. Locke, Spirduso, and Silverman (1987) note, “the purpose of
qualitative research is to describe and develop a special kind of understanding for a
particular social situation, event, role, group or interaction” (p. 84). Rudestam and
Newton (1998) suggest, “whereas quantitative data are generally evaluated using
descriptive, and inferential statistics, qualitative data are usually reduced to themes or
categories and evaluated subjectively” (p. 36). Rudestam and Newton (1998) further
contend, “qualitative studies are more likely to support more open-ended questions” (p.
69). These characteristics of qualitative research best supported my research goals for this
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study, enabling me to authentically listen to and record the voices of the participants, as
well as accurately describe their experiences.
Phenomenological Inquiry
Rossman and Rallis (1998) describe ethnology, case studies, and
phenomenological studies as three approaches that can be used in qualitative studies.
Ethnographies seek to understand the culture of people or places. Case studies seek to
understand a larger phenomenon through intensive study of one specific instance.
Phenomenological studies seek to understand the lived experience of a small number of
people. I reviewed these three approaches and chose to employ phenomenological, indepth interviewing for this study, (p. 68). Rudestam and Newton (2001) describe the
research tradition of phenomenology as follows:
First and foremost, the researcher is concerned with describing the life experience
of the person as free as possible from theoretical or social constructs, i.e., the
concern is with accessing the meaning of human phenomena as expressed through
the individual.
This aspect of phenomenological inquiry provides a research process that enabled
me to collect data and create a report based on the real lived educational experiences as
described by inner city, low income, 12th grade Black males.
The second tenet of phenomenological inquiry, as described by Rudestam and
Newton (2001), is that the researcher is interested not in ‘What causes XT but in ‘What
is X?’ This is important to my study for two reasons: First, my literature search revealed
no studies that pose the question of “What are the ‘first person’ perceptions of inner city,
low income, 12th grade, Black males with respects to their K-12 educational
experiences?” This lack of information can often lead to inaccurate or misguided
descriptions of the educational experiences of this population. Secondly, it seemed
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important to have this resource available to educators, parents, community members,
researchers and members of this population. The participants in the study have valuable
stories to reveal about their educational journeys. This method of inquiry provided the
participants with the opportunity to have their educational experiences validated through
a research process that values their own voices.
The third tenet of phenomenological inquiry described by Rudestam and Newton
(2001) is that the researcher is the co-creator of the story, usually through an interview
process. This was an important aspect of my study because it provided a continuation of
checks and balances throughout the research process. As the researcher, I needed to be
vigilant of my own power in shaping the stories of the participants. It was important for
me to continually recognize my role in the process and provide a supportive balance
throughout this study. My goal was for the interview process to be directed primarily by
the participants. The voices and stories of Black males in educational systems are too
often silenced, perceived as hostile, and devalued by teachers, counselors, parents and
school administrators who effect educational practices in school systems.
Phenomenological research provides an opportunity to understand and hear the
perspectives of Black males on their own educational experiences, as well as provides an
outlet for their voices, all of which were primary goals in pursuing this study.
Phenomenological Based Interviewing
A key aspect of qualitative research is determining the important questions to ask
of co-investigators. “In-depth interviewing is the hallmark of qualitative research.
Interviewing takes you into the participants’ worlds, at least as far as they can (or choose
to) verbally relate what is in their minds” (Rossman and Rallis, 1998, p. 124). Seidman
(1998) suggests that the root of in-depth interviewing is not to seek answers to questions,
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test hypotheses or evaluate in a traditional context, but to understand the meaning people
make of their experience and how that affects the way they carry out that experience.
Seidman (1998) further contends that interviewing provides a way for researchers to put
the experiences of participants in context and better understand how they make meaning
of their experiences.
In-depth interviewing as one method of data collection was highly useful in this
study. According to Seidman (1998) when a researcher asks a participant to recollect
aspects of their experiences, the participants select details from their past and thus impart
meaning to them. As a researcher, this method allowed me to understand how the
participants conceptualized and contextualized their educational experiences, and how
such meanings affected their educational experiences. In addition, this method enabled
the discovery of new questions and insights for this study as directed from my
interactions with the participants’ stories.
Validity of Research Methodology
Seidman (1998) offers four points to support the validity of this type of
phenomenological in-depth interviewing as a research methodology:
1.

It provides a way of placing participants’ stories in context.

2.

The three interviews procedures allows the researcher time to check for the
internal consistency of what the participants say.

3.

By interviewing a number of people, the researcher can cross reference their
experiences and review the comments of each participant in relation to the
others.

4.

The goal of this process is to understand how the participants make meaning
of their experience.
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Seidman further states, “If the interview structure works to allow them to make
sense to themselves as well as to the interviewer, then it has gone a long way toward
validity” (p. 17).
Delimitations of the Study
1.

This study focused on the perceptions of nine Black males from low-income
backgrounds, as defined by federal definitions of poverty lines.

2.

The study focused on Black males who completed the 11th grade. I believe it
is important to understand the experiences of Black males over an extended
period of their schooling experience (i.e., a 12-year history in schools). This
will provide me a broader context to understand the factors effecting Black
males throughout their K-12 educational experiences.

3.

Geographically, this study focused on inner city Black males in New
England.
Selection of Participants

The participants in this study live in a town in New England. To preserve
anonymity of study participants, I selected the pseudonym Millville as the name of the
town. Millville is a city in New England with a population of approximately 153,000. In
the year 2000, 23% of the population lived below the poverty level. In Latino and Black
neighborhoods, the level of poverty for families was consistently above 35%
(www.census.org, 2004). There are currently 26, 594 students enrolled in the Millville
school system. Of this figure, 47.2% are Hispanic, 28.5% are Black, 21.8% are White,
2.4% are Asian, and 2% are Native Americans. Over 71% of the student population is
eligible for free lunches. In addition, 19.6% of all students are enrolled in special
education classes. The drop out rate for Millville students was at 8% in 2001. In the class
of 2003, 25.9% of enrolled Millville students planned to attend a four year college; 35.
9% of enrolled students planned to attend a two-year college and 10.7% of enrolled
students planned to work after high school graduation (www.doe.mass, 2004).
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The participants for this sample were chosen based on the following:
1.

Each participant completed the 11th grade.

2.

Each participant came from a low-income family.

3.

Each participant lived in the inner city.

4.

Each participant was willing to be interviewed three times, and have at least
one follow up session with the interviewer.

Some of the participants for this study were selected through my established
contacts with community centers in the inner city of Millville. I contacted the Executive
Directors of all three community centers to arrange informational sessions for prospective
participants. Due to scheduling conflicts and an inability of two of the community centers
to recruit participants who met the study requirements, I held the informational sessions
at only one community center, the Girls Club Family Center. As later described in this
chapter, this center was also selected as the site for this study because the staff was highly
supportive of my efforts to conduct the study.
At the informational sessions, potential participants and some of their parents
were present. I informed them about the interview process, expectations, and nominal
honorarium; distributed consent forms, and biographical forms; and answered questions
and concerns from parents. (The $10 honorarium was an initial incentive for some
participants, although others agreed to the interview before being informed of the
honorarium). Through these informational sessions, I was able to recruit participants for
my study. In addition, some participants were recruited from the YMCA in Millville.
The participants in the study were Black males attending the 12th grade in five
schools in Millville. Two participants attended a charter school. One participant attended
a Catholic school. The others were enrolled in three public high schools that offered
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courses in vocational careers, business, and science/ technology. All of the participants
lived in Millville. Prior to selection as a study participant students completed a
demographic form providing data on family information, names and locations of schools
attended, extra curricular activities, absences, detentions, etc. (See Appendix B). The
information from the participants’ demographic forms is compiled in Table 1:
Table 1: Study Participants’ Demographic Information
Number for the Sc

100I

year

G.P.A

Extra
Curricular
Activities

Honors
or AP
Courses

Absents

Tardiness

Detentions

Suspensions

Live
With

—

—

—

—

--

1

1

Mother

2.0-2.5

Sports

0

1

10

0

0

Two Parents

2.49

Sports (2),
Volunteer (1)

Algebra

6

14

1

0

Mother

2.5

Job

0

12 or 13

“a lot”

0

0

Two Parents

2.6

Sports (2)

0

5

13

14

0

Grandparents

2.7

School Org.,
Volunteer

—

4

10

1

0

Caretaker

2.8

Sports (3), Art

Honors

French

2

12

20

0

2.9

Sports

—

0

0

Two Parents

0

0

Caretaker

— Indicates missing data

The participants also signed an informed consent form (See Appendix C), which
provided an overview of the research goals and procedures, assured their confidentiality
and safety from harm, and described provisions for them to withdraw from the research
process at any time.

59

Interview Site Selection
As a researcher, it was important for me to create an empowering space for Black
males to speak about their educational experiences. Race and gender differences
influence the quality of school experiences for Black males and the resulting negative
educational outcomes are sometimes a function of their interactions and treatment in
schools (Taylor, 1994). Given that Black males sometimes view educational settings as
the source of discontent and unfair treatment, I decided to find a site location that offered
promise and possibility, rather than feelings of imprisonment, a place of punishment and
confinement (Hooks, 1994).
I initially chose to use three community centers in the inner city of Millville, all of
which provide educational and recreational resources to Black males. The Girls Club
Family Community Center, which offers recreational activities (gymnasium, swimming
pool, computer lab, and arts and crafts center), affordable childcare, and academic
resources to community members, was particularly supportive of my efforts. There was
also a library that could be used for interviews. Given the center’s support for my study,
as well as the management’s flexibility in allowing evening interviews in the library
(most of the participants had jobs and were involved with extra curricular activities), I
conducted seven of the interviews at this site. Two participants were only available for
interviews on Sunday. Due to weekend scheduling conflicts at the community center, I
used the living room of a participant’s home for the final two interviews.
The Girls Club Family Community Center was also used for follow up sessions
with the participants, which enabled me to get the participants’ feedback on the profiles
generated from the interviews. The follow up sessions will be described in the data
analysis section in this chapter.
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Data Collection Procedures
Three 1-hour interviews were conducted with each participant. These interviews
were recorded using audiotape and field notes. I made notes when the participants’
revealed something that seemed particularly pertinent to the study questions generated
and when it was not clear what was being said. The field notes allowed me to ask
clarifying questions without interrupting the participants as they told their stories. In
addition, I used the notes to record my personal thoughts and reflections after each
interview and follow-up session. During the follow-up sessions, I met with seven of the
participants to solicit their perspectives and feedback on their profiles.
I worked with a critical confederate who agreed to periodically listen to my
reflections throughout the interview process without asking any questions about the
actual interviews. We discussed how I was feeling after interviewing the participants.
This was helpful throughout the interview stage because it provided a supportive space
for me to unwind after each interview.
Research Design
Rossman and Rallis (1998) state the goal of phenomenological studies is “to seek
to understand the lived experience of a small number of people” (p. 68). In this study, I
*L

interviewed 9 inner city, low income, 12 grade Black males. In-depth,
phenomenological interviewing is an ideal methodology when applied to participants
who experience similar structural and social conditions. Phenomenological in-depth
interviewing “gives enormous power to the stories of a relatively few participants”
(Seidman, 1998, p. 48). Since the focus of this study is the perceptions of this
population’s educational experience in their own words, these Black males “are the
experts on the phenomenon being studied” (Rossman & Rallis, 1998, p. 92). According
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to Seidman, when individuals tell their stories they are revealing aspects of their
consciousness. Individuals’ consciousness gives access to the most complicated social
and educational issues, because social and educational issues are abstractions based on
the concrete experiences of people (Seidman, 1998, p. 1).
In-Depth Interview Process
The in-depth interviewing procedures employed in this study are based on the
model developed by Seidman (1998). The specific focus of this procedure is an interest in
understanding the experiences of other people and the meaning they make of the
experience. This model uses open-ended questions within the topic under study in a series
of three separate interviews with each participant. Seidman’s three-interview process
includes the following steps:
1.

The first interview establishes the context of the participant’s experience.

2.

The second interview allows participants to reconstruct the details of their
experience within the context in which it occurs.

3.

The third interview encourages participants to reflect on the meaning their
experience holds for them.

Following Seidman’s (1998) model, the time of each interview should be
consistent and suggested duration of 90 minutes each with a time lapse in between. For
this study, I conducted three interviews with each participant according to Seidman’s
model, with a few notable exceptions. First, I shortened each interview to one hour.
Second, I initially conducted the interviews with a 3-4 day time lapse. However, during
the first two interviews, I observed that participants had difficulty remembering and
reflecting upon our earlier conversations. The participants’ ability to make meaning of
interviews 1 and 2 was an important component of the third. Therefore, in subsequent
interviews, I conducted interviews 2 and 3 on the same day. Seidman (1998) notes the
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importance of maintaining a delicate balance between providing enough openness for the
participants to tell their stories and enough focus to allow the interview structure to work.
The amended structure still provided the participants and interviewer the opportunity to
reflect on the process and the stories. I focused these interviews on the K-12 educational
experiences of 12th grade, low-income, inner city Black males (See Appendix A). This
provided a more structured opportunity for the participants to focus on their educational
experiences within the K-12 parameters. This approach was consistent with Seidman’s
(1998) goals of having the participant reconstruct his experiences within the topic being
studied.
Interview 1
The purpose of interview 1 was to focus on the participants’ life history in the
context of their educational experience. The participants were asked to reconstruct their
early experiences with family, friends, communities, and school personnel (e.g., teacher,
principals, and counselor) in relation to their educational experiences. I did not want to
assume that these were the only significant factors in the participants’ educational
experiences so I additionally asked the participants to reflect on any other relationships
that were not covered by my suggestions. This was important to maintain the authenticity
of the participants’ early experiences. The participants were initially asked the following
two questions at the beginning of interview:
1.

How did you come to be a 12th grader?

2.

What was your life history before coming to the 12th grade?

Follow up questions were determined by the participants’ responses to the above.
The participants were also asked clarifying questions such as:
■

Can you tell me again when that happened?
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■

What was that experience like for you?

■

Can you tell me a story about that experience (Seidman, 1998)?

■

Can you tell me more about what you meant when you said this happened?

Interview 2
The purpose of interview 2 was to focus on the participants’ present educational
experiences. In order to put the participants’ experiences in the context of the academic
setting (Seidman, 1998) I asked the students to reflect on their relationships with school,
teachers, administrators, school personnel, family, friends, and the community. As with
interview 1,1 also asked the participants to reflect on any other relationships that were
not covered by my suggestions. The participants were initially asked the following
question at the beginning of interview 2:
■

What is it like for you to be in the 12th grade?

Follow up questions were determined by the participants’ responses. The same
clarifying questions from the first interview were employed here because they had been
successful in eliciting detailed responses.
Interview 3
The purpose of interview 3 was to ask the participants to make meaning of their
experiences. The participants were asked the following two questions:
1.

Given what you said in interview 1 and 2, how do you now make sense of
your present experience as a 12th grader?

2.

Given what you have reconstructed in these three interviews, where do you
see yourself going in the future?

Follow up questions were determined by the participants’ responses, and the same
clarifying questions from interviews 1 and 2 were employed during the third interview.
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At the end of the first two interviews, the participants discussed their involvement
in the interviews. Their thoughts on being heard and using their voice were directly
related to the focus of this study. In subsequent interviews, I asked the participants to
comment on how it felt to do the interviews. This was the last question in interview 3.
The participants’ thoughts on being interviewed are a component of the data shared in
Chapter 5.
Data Analysis Procedures
Collating and analyzing all the data collected involved transcribing the interviews,
focusing on the important relevant themes and creating profiles of the participants. The
whole process is shared in this section.
Transcription of Interviews
In the beginning of the transcription process, the enormous amount of interview
data seemed overwhelming. It was important for me to personally transcribe all
interviews to immerse myself in the data, as well as approach the transcripts with an open
attitude, seeking what emerged as important and interesting before beginning the analysis
process. I reviewed each transcript at least three times, as well as reviewed my field
notes. The transcription yielded over 300 pages of transcripts. My next task was to reduce
the data in a way that supported the goal of authentically sharing the participants’
experiences with the world.
Marking Thematic Passages
In order to reduce the data while maintaining the authentic voices of the
participants’ educational experiences I followed Seidman’s (1998) model of marking
what is of interest in the text. According to Seidman, in reducing the material,
interviewers have already begun to analyze, interpret, and make meaning of it. I began to
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mark the text where passages seemed particularly compelling and passages that spoke
directly to the study questions. Passages were considered compelling when the
participants shared feelings, told a story, described a hardship or triumph, or shared
thoughts about an experience related to schooling. Compelling passages revealed
participants’ reflections about obstacles, challenges, family influences or identified
factors connected to the research questions or resonated with my literature review.
Throughout this process, I was cognizant of the fact that I was exercising judgment about
what was significant in the transcripts (Seidman, 1998). Marking passages in this manner
allowed me to reduce the data. These compelling passages were used to create a single
transcript, from which I crafted the profiles found in Chapter 4 and generated themes for
analysis shared in Chapter 5.
Crafting Profiles
According to Seidman (1998), “crafting a profile or a vignette of a participant’s
experience is an effective way of sharing interview data and opening up one’s interview
material to analysis and interpretation” (1998, p. 102). Seidman further suggests that
profiles should have a beginning, middle and end and some sense of conflict and
resolution. The profiles presented in Chapter 4 were crafted based on this model, which
supports my study focus on listening to the stories and voices of 12th grade, low-income,
inner city Black males. Seidman writes that “by crafting a profile in the participant’s own
words, the interviewer allows those words to reflect the person’s consciousness” (1998,
p. 102).
I read the transcripts created from the analysis described above. I underlined
passages and decided which passages to use in the profiles. This was a difficult period
because I felt the majority of the passages were compelling. I attempted to choose
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passages during this stage in the analysis in which the participants shared feelings, told a
story, described a hardship or triumph, and revealed thoughts about an experience. This is
the same criterion I used at the earlier stage in the analysis. During the reading of the
reduced transcripts, I was able to identify and remove areas of repetition. When I
completed this stage, I reviewed the analyses to ensure the participants’ original stories
and thoughts had been maintained.
One key to the power of the profile is that it is presented in the words of the
participants (Seidman, 1998, p. 103). It was important for me to use the first person
perspective when crafting the participants’ profiles. This helped me to more clearly hear
the voices of the participants in this study. When I attempted to craft profiles using the
third person perspective, the results were over shadowed by my interpretation of what the
participants were actually saying. The first person perspective provides the reader with an
opportunity to hear the participants’ stories using their own voices. In crafting the
profiles, I worked to maintain the authentic language and voices of the participants. It
was also imperative that I shared the stories in a manner that maintained the dignity of the
participants (Seidman, 1998). The participants sometimes used street, cultural, and Black
English vernaculars to communicate their educational experiences that did not fall within
the dictates of academic writing. It was a challenge to maintain this balance of creating an
academic paper and maintaining the language and communication styles of the
participants.
Follow up Sessions
Six of the 9 participants were able to participate in follow up sessions after the
three interviews. During the follow up sessions, I solicited feedback on the profiles
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shared in Chapter 4. They were asked to read their profiles and provide feedback, which
was structured around the following questions:
■

Do you see yourself in this profile?

■

Can you hear your voice in this profile?

■

What changes do I need to make to the profile to ensure that it accurately
portrays your life and voice?

The participants were very vocal with suggested revisions to their profiles that
would maintain their “real” voices. When I attempted to change certain idioms or my
perceptions of grammatical errors in the participants’ stories, they informed me that such
changes made them feel disconnected from the text. In response, I asked them for specific
suggestions on how to maintain the authenticity of their stories and voices. The
participants also provided feedback on the arrangement and sequencing of passages in
their profiles. There were times when I did not understand the way they shared an
experience, jumped to another one, and then returned to their original experience. I could
not always see the connection(s). The majority of the participants informed me that this
“is just the way they think and sometimes make connections in their educational
experiences.”
These follow-up sessions were a positive and important addition to my analysis of
the data. I realized that I did not always have to see the connections. The connections
were not always revealed to me. The importance of the data is that someone will
understand and be connected to the participants’ understanding of their experiences. This
was one of the many learning moments that helped me understand the participants as well
as the research process and myself.
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At the final follow up session, I was relieved, but also felt a loss. The participants
had been part of my life for several months. I found some closure by sending the
participants a thank you letter (See Appendix D). I also sent the contact person at the
Girls Club Family Community Center a letter to express my gratitude for their generosity
in providing a space for the interviews and follow up sessions (See Appendix E). I then
moved on to analyzing the data and cross-referencing it to highlight information that
provided additional insights on the participants’ educational experiences.
Themes
I did not begin analyzing the themes until the interviews were transcribed and the
profiles were written and confirmed with some of the participants. This provided me with
an opportunity to see and listen to the participants’ stories without prematurely
categorizing their experiences. The field notes were helpful during this process because
they allowed me to reflect upon my thoughts during the interviews and the ways in which
they were consistent or inconsistent with the themes that eventually emerged.
Seidman (1998) notes that organizing excerpts into categories is another way of
analyzing and presenting data. In addition to presenting profiles of individuals, the
researcher, as part of his or her analysis of the material, can comment upon excerpts from
the interviews thematically organized (Seidman, 1998, p. 107). One of the transcripts
from the data reduction in the earlier period of my data analysis of marking compelling
passages was used to create the participants’ profiles presented in Chapter 4. This same
transcript was used to present the participants’ themes in Chapter 5.
Selection of Themes
In my initial review of the transcript I marked passages in a few interviews that I
considered interesting. I began to notice similar experiences or words within the
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participant’s stories. I initially categorized these passages and assigned labels that
described those experiences, resulting in a file with over 30 labeled categories. Each file
was given a color or series of colors. This allowed me to mark the transcripts based on
the color that had been assigned to each label category. It became clear to me that there
were some repetition-between the passages and I needed to blend some categories
together. In addition, there were labeled categories without any clear passages to support
my earlier understanding of the label, as well as categories that did not have enough
related participant data to warrant inclusion in the study. I next read the labeled
categories to reexamine where the labels were present across the various participants’
stories. Through careful examination, I discovered some themes were repetitive and
collapsed them with themes that were similar in content and tone. I eventually coded 10
major themes from the original 30. These themes included: labeling, differential racial
treatment in schools, caring teachers, Black teachers, male role models, family
influences, sports, resiliency, motivation, anger and fighting. These major themes were
broken down into subcategories, all of which were coded by color. For example, the
major theme, “Labeling,” had five subcategories, including stereotypes/teachers’
socialization, race, clothing, skin color, and peer affiliation. These themes and
subcategories were used in Chapter 5 in the analysis of the participants’ educational
experiences as described in Chapter 4.
Analysis of Themes in the Context of the Literature
Themes were examined to identify areas where the literature was consistent or
inconsistent with the participants’ experiences. This analysis of the themes compelled me
to reexamine the literature in areas that had not been addressed in the initial literature
review. The areas reexamined in the literature, as a result of the findings in Chapter 4 and
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5, is included in Chapter 2. There were also aspects of the participants’ themes that went
beyond the examination of the literature review. These finding are shared in Chapter 6.
Summary
The interviews from the participants’ stories were the sources of data for this
study. The structure of the phenomenological in-depth interviewing process allowed them
to share first person perspectives of their educational experiences. The methodology gave
me an opportunity to work closely with the data and the participants. Doing so was
instrumental to understanding the participants’ educational experiences.
There were several findings that emerged as a result of my analysis of the data.
These findings are shared in the participants’ profiles in Chapters 4, as well as in the
review of themes generated by the interviews in Chapter 5. Chapter 6 interprets the study
findings in relationship to the research questions guiding this study. In addition, it
provides an analysis of where the study findings were consistent, inconsistent or went
beyond the literature review.
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CHAPTER 4
PARTICIPANTS’ PROFILES
The purpose of this study is to examine perceptions of educational experiences, as
described by low-income, 12th grade Black males who live in the inner city. There were
over 300 pages of interview transcripts to analyze. Selecting passages of the interviews to
craft profiles was a difficult process; however, as Seidman (1998) suggests, creating
profiles of participant interviews allows the interviewer an opportunity to look into the
consciousness of the participant. In addition, using the participants’ voices and stories to
share their personal experiences with others can provide an opportunity for a greater
insight into, and understanding of their lives (Hooks, 1994; Freire, 1996).
The profiles were crafted to maintain a sense of a beginning, middle and end.
They include a detailed story of the participants’ educational experiences. As discussed in
Chapter 3, the participants provided feedback on their profiles to ensure the authenticity
of the profiles and an accurate representation of the educational experiences described.
The language and communication styles of the participants were maintained unless
presenting their oral speech in writing did not affirm their dignity (Seidman, 1998).
Creating the profiles in this manner reflects my focus on sharing the participants’ stories
of their educational experiences, which include interactions with their families, peers,
community members, school personnel, and others involved in their lives. It should also
be noted that some of the interviews provided more detailed accounts of educational
experiences, which in turn yielded longer profiles.
The purpose of this chapter is to provide an extensive picture of each participant’s
th

educational experience from kindergarten through the 12 grade, using the complex,
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emotional, intelligent, critical and clear details found in their life stories. These profiles
provide a broader foundation and context for understanding the thematic analysis detailed
in Chapter 5. As a final note, it is worthwhile to reiterate that all of the participants’
stories are told from a first person perspective. This technique creates an opportunity to
listen to the voices and perspectives of 12th grade, low-income, inner city Black males, a
vital link to understanding their unique educational experiences.
Yancy’s Profile
I am from Jamaica. I moved around a lot. This was way before elementary school.
I went to different schools. I stayed with my Uncle. I stayed with different family
residences. My mother moved to America when I was in elementary school. She left me
with my aunt in Jamaica to go to elementary school. She then later filed to send us to the
United States. My mom sent for me. My sister was already up here finishing high school.
She finished high school when she was 16. The first place I came to live was in
Brooklyn, New York where I started in the 4 grade. They made me repeat the grade
over because of a different system. In 4th grade it is hard to adjust to a new system. I
thought I could never fit in at that school. Everything was different. I was talking
different. People would not understand me. I completed 4th and 5th grade in Brooklyn
New York. I got excellent grades. I came to Millville because my uncle did not think
New York was any place to raise a child. He convinced my mother to move me to
Millville. He said it is not bad here, but it is way better than New York. I used to live in
three different places in Millville. I lived in the Hill area, downtown Millville and the
Howard Street section.
I moved here and enrolled in JFK middle school where I would stay there for
three years. I started to recognize different things and my accent was not staying with me
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as much. People could understand me better. Most of my experiences were at JFK middle
school. A lot can go on in three years. Some of the experiences during my middle school
years were picking up extracurricular activities and learning different things from the
Boy’s Club. I used to go to the Family Center and the Caret Street Boy’s Club. My uncle
thought sports was the thing I wanted to do. He enrolled me into the YMCA. I am a
longtime member; I have been there for a long time. I have been going to the YMCA
since middle school when my uncle gave me my first membership for my birthday. When
I was in 7th grade he always encouraged me to go there and play sports. I did well in
middle school. I actually thought I was really a good kid in middle school.
In middle school I recognized that there are certain guys that you should hang
with and certain guys that you should not hang with. It starts with one troublemaker with
the teacher. You get included with the teacher and I would get in trouble all the time. It
felt like I was doing something wrong. I felt the teachers did not like me. Their first
impression is that this kid is a troublemaker, he is bad, and he is not interested in doing
the work. I was always interested in doing the work. As much trouble that I would make I
would make up for it by doing other work. This is what made me have successful grades
in middle school even though I would be giving trouble and stuff. The teachers make first
impression based on how you dress and how you look. I was probably on the top list for
being a troublemaker. Some teachers did have some good things to say about me. The
teachers would say, “Even though Yancy makes trouble it is a shame he does all this
work and he might end up getting kicked out of school.” At one point in middle school I
thought I was expelled. I had been in the office so many times, but I could not help it. I
think I was hyper. This was probably the high point in middle school 8th grade. Some
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teachers who taught in my schools are not from here. Teachers commuted from different
parts of the state. Some teachers came from Connecticut. Later on I found out that
teachers used to come from Northern Massachusetts to make that long trip down here.
The teachers do not really understand you. The teachers do not really see you to know
that maybe your background influences this behavior. The teachers just make first
impressions and things like that. In the early stages I felt targeted, but as the years went
along I got new teachers. Some of the teachers moved. We get new teachers all the time.
It is almost like starting fresh every year. Every year in middle school was the same
thing. You come back to school and ask your friends about how this teacher is going to
treat you.
I know that if you are from a Black family you know you are going to be around
Black neighborhoods all the time. You know White families. It is starting to change, but
before White families would say, “We want to move. There is too much corruption going
on in this neighborhood.” They move to the suburbs like Springmeadows or Allentown
and so as a Black person you know you are going to urban schools. You know you are
not going to end up in a pattern of much success. When I look at the lineup for my high
school compared to suburban high schools, I notice that I am not doing the work other
students are doing in other school systems. There are students in my school who say we
have to write three pages for senior year so far. The other students in suburban schools
are writing three pages every day. We are reading animal farm and I only wrote one essay
this whole year. It was for a project and I got a good grade. You notice because you call
your friends who go to suburban schools and they cannot talk because of homework.
They probably take Algebra 1 in middle school. There schools are more advanced.
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In our schools you get to see more people, more culture. It is not the odds that are
against you. You are not the minority in the school. When I went to Mantua Upward
Bound only two percent of the population was minority. Even colleges have a low
minority population. For high school I think it is the same thing except urban and
suburban schools split us. The urban schools you probably see more Black kids, but you
also probably see more low-income kids. You know everyone is not rich because you live
in the same place. Most of them live right in your neighborhood. You are probably the
same as your next-door neighborhood or probably a little bit better than your neighbor
across from you. You just see more of you and more of your peers. Your classmate’s
mom might be having the same job as yours.
I did not get to know my teachers really like that, but I know my teachers do not
get paid a lot. Some teachers do things on the side that gets them more money. I only had
one teacher that I know lives in my neighborhood. There is this one teacher who teaches
African American history and she can relate because she is Black. That right there tells
me you know something because she is African American herself. She probably learned
about it and her own ideas from her mother, great grandparents. She could relate to us. A
White teacher won’t be able to relate. She would only be able to teach a topic out of the
book based on what she saw in the book. White teachers see the extra big shirts and
things like urban wear and urban dialect. The White teachers probably think some
students are being rude by using urban dialect when they are actually just talking to them.
I seen that happen sometime were there was miscommunication. She would be like “I
really do not understand or like that kid. I really do not like that kid and there is
something strange about him.” Teachers talk to each other and at meetings. Teachers will
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tell me, “We had a talk about you last night. I met your English teacher.” There is this
student who goes to an alternative school who did not do any work while attending our
class and a teacher told the class that she had seen this student. The teacher was laughing
when she told the class, “The student thinks she is going to graduate.” This was not right.
My uncle was always preaching to me. My mom came up here a couple of years
later for my first day of high school. August 31, 1999 is when I first entered high school.
High school was a lot different. I got caught up in everything, other people, the culture,
listening to rap, and being an every day American kid. I thought you couldn’t get away
with certain things here. The school was bigger with a bigger environment with a lot
more diversity and things going on. People come from all over because we had the school
choice program. That was the first year of school choice. Everyone was coming from all
over. When I first entered high school I thought if I do well here I have a chance.
Some of my friends would talk to me. They try to get me to do things. Even
before I entered high school I was offered drugs and things like that all the time. In my
freshman year my friend told me, “Everyone smokes. You are not a bailer unless you
smoke or do something. They were like, “Stop being a prude.” I really did not try to take
anything seriously from them. I just thought they were joking; it is probably there
smoking talking to them.
These are your peers. As time went on I would always isolate myself from
different people. I always made sure I kept close to sports, and did different things. I did
not start volunteering until later on. Mostly middle school influenced me. In middle
school some people do not develop as fast as other people. Their bodies do not mature as
fast. Their mindset does not mature as fast. It is like a blurred world. You do not
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recognize it until you realize I could have done this different. Why wasn’t I myself when
I was in middle school? High school influenced me, but by that time I was already
isolated. I made friends who I thoughts were good friends. Friends who I thought were
bad to a certain limit I would not hang with them. I always kept close to the gym. I stayed
close to the gym, and close to basketball. I stayed close to going out, but only in a safe
way. My uncle used to live here and preach on me everyday. He would tell me when I
turned 16 that this was the age when young Black kids start to get involved in sex. He
would tell me stories about his work at Job Corp and the young Black men with babies
trying to get their GED. The most influential person was my uncle.
All through middle school, high school and even elementary my mom would
come up to the school and talk to the teachers. She would hear, “Yancy has a lot of
potential and he has a lot of potential to succeed and desire and fire. He comes to school
with energy.” Teachers have to encourage that. I would tell my mom and she would have
school meetings. My mom played a big part in elementary school. She was not there for
middle school because she was still living in New York. In high school she went to all the
open houses. She got involved with my schools. She sometimes got involved with the
teachers. She tried to make sure that I was on the right path to get good grades and see
what my potential was. She tried to make me see the difference between good and bad.
She told me what I have to do to get good grades. She would go over the curriculum that
they give you in the beginning of school.
In high school, I was also involved in the Upward Bound program. In the summer
time throughout high school I would go to the summer program. The program helps lowincome families and first generation college students. The program was enrichment. It
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helped me a lot. It took me out of the city and made me recognize that Millville is not the
only city out there. They brought you to the Mantua campus and they would teach you
SAT skills, writing skills, and math skills. I sometimes felt like I was ahead of all of my
friends. In the beginning I felt I had a good running start. My brain was already working.
Sometimes when I take a week off for vacation my brain is like, “How do you do this
schoolwork?” The Upward Bound program makes you not forget certain things and make
sure that you are on the right track.
I grew up in high school. I can actually see myself growing up. Some people do
not actually see themselves growing up. I look at past assignments and notice my writing
is different. I just grew up a lot and I just try to build on that.
The 12th grade year is supposed to feel like any other grade that you have
experienced. In a way it feels different because I know this is my last year. This is the last
time anyone is going to say do this or give me certain work that I have to do. I know that
next year they are not going to be like that. The professors are going to give you the
assignment and curriculum. I am going to have to look at the materials and do things on
my own. In this way it is supposed to be fun, but I know it is the end. It is the end of
being protected by adults, teachers, and your parents. The 12th grade is when I start to
take on my own responsibility for my actions.
In the 12th grade, people who want to be successful surround me. When people
who want to be successful and want to go places surround you, they tell you, “I want to
go do engineering and I want to go do different positive things.” This year I just don’t see
myself caught up in leaving class early, or trying to get a few minutes in the hallway to
skip. Basically with the faculty and counselors you just work with them to try to be
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successful. Throughout high school I never made the honor roll or anything. I was always
something short. I always got a D in something. There was always that one subject where
I would get a bad grade. This year I tried different ways to approach different subjects. I
did not approach school the same way that I did last year. I said this year that I am going
to do a lot more work, and work with the teacher to make sure I turn in my assignments.
Some teachers take certain kids under their wings. You pass by certain classrooms after
school and you see the same student in the same class every day. That is how you know
students that want to do certain things. In my algebra 2 class there is a guy that stays after
school every day. He does everything, including his homework. I look at that and say that
is a great idea. I think that is the best idea. I started staying after school for certain
teachers on selected days to just work with them. I was working with them to make sure
nothing messes up my reign for the diploma.
In 12th grade I was still involved in the Upward Bound program. I had my senior
year already. I had one senior year in the summer program and another upcoming senior
year in school. You can take courses in the summer program. The staff at Upward Bound
talks to you and help you with your assignments. Your writing improves over the years. I
took the SATs three years in a row starting from sophomore year. By the time I got ready
to take the SAT in senior year, I was ready for it. The upward bound program worked for
me. That is what it is supposed to do. It is supposed to take up most of your time and
positively influence you and make sure you are successful. This is what I have been
doing senior year
I used to live downtown and we moved freshman year in high school. It is quiet
where I live now. It is not rowdy like downtown Millville. When I live downtown I used
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to go to the park all the time and come in at 11. My mom came home at 11.1 definitely
needed to be home before my mother. My mom was a certified nurse assistant so she was
always trying to do extra work to get a house. In the downtown community I made
friends. I played basketball all the time. We would always hang out outside. We would go
downtown to see what is going on. When I moved all our families moved. All our
families knew each other. Downtown is not really that good. It is too congested; too
many things go on down there. I moved to the Howard Street section. I thought it was for
the better. Where I live right now is quiet. Not many things go on. Not much of anything
goes on. Right now I am trying to play college basketball. I had a one-track mind from
when I fell in love with basketball. I pursued basketball to try and really make something
happen with this sport. You try to isolate yourself even when you know you want to go
over there and hang out. I did not make the team for a couple of years so I tried to
develop my skills. You know what to do. This is the final chapter to close the book on
high school. I am opening up another chapter starting next year. It is the chapter of being
eighteen and going to college.
I volunteered at the YMCA for three years to get a free membership at the
YMCA. Senior year I started helping to contribute to younger kids. I would always tell
them that if basketball is your thing then you have to do it. You have to pursue it. They
would always ask me about jumping tips because of my excellent jumping abilities and
how you do this and how you do that. The thing I wanted most was a trainer to help me
out, but I never really had that. I had to learn everything on my own. I got my computer
from my sister. She sent us a computer. I use it to my advantage. I would go on line and
look up basketball workouts. I figure if no one is going to talk to me or help me or do
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anything for me, I would do it for myself and that is where that desire came. That is how
I developed that desire. Working in my community helped me a lot. I realized that I see
myself in some of the kids. I just keep telling them to keep their heads straight like people
told me. I tell these kids they could be successful. I always preach this message.
I always have to break it down; some of these kids are like 13, 14.1 just basically
say well do your work. I tell them to make sure you do your work first. Your work comes
first before basketball. At the same time I know you love basketball, I love it too, but you
have to get your assignments done. Some of them listen and some of them don’t. What
can you do? You just keep preaching. My uncle had the perfect technique preaching to
me all the time. I didn’t even find out until the other day. I was like I am doing
everything my uncle told me. My uncle would be nagging me, but I now recognize the
importance. My mom would always say you wouldn’t recognize things until it is too late.
I was in the hospital with appendicitis. I was sitting in the bed for almost a week and
could not move. I thought you could have really died. My friend right before he visited
me was coming from a funeral for someone with appendicitis. That could have been me.
Different experiences have put me in the position to say I am no dummy. I know what
right is wrong. Certain experiences do not really match up, but you can make some
connections to it.
Education is a lot clearer. It has been blurry for a while and now you are starting
to see it clearer. You do not realize the importance of education. You do not take it
seriously. You think you are going to be there for four years and it is going to last long.
Every year you think you are going to have a different chance to make up what you did
for last year. When the last school year arrives it is a closed chapter. You always think
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that in the future you get a better chance. It only gets better from here. I see myself being
a role model or probably an icon. I will probably not be a superstar athlete, but an athlete
that can be respected. I am trying to make it easier for other people to understand the long
path of hard work. I always tried. You know how you watch TV and you see Michael
Jordan or you someone else getting a noble prize. I want to be like those people. I want to
be a national icon. I want to be someone who can be respected. I want to succeed in
school. When you watch college basketball, they bring the stats and you see this kid has a
3.5 GPA, and manages this on his free time. People look at that and say 3.5 GPA, and he
is that good. I want to be somebody like that. I want people to be able to say good things
about me. I want to be well known and make sure I leave a presence. I know it is all
going to pay off in the end. That is what I see myself doing in the future. I want to help
improve these kids, on their mentality, on what they perceive as being valued in their
lives. I want to provide support when these kids are thinking we are from here we do not
have a chance to do this. My mom made life better for me, but at the same time I really
want to work hard and make sure I do not take advantage of it.
My uncle influenced me a lot. He tried to make me into a young man. He tried to
get me ready for the world that is out there. He tried to make sure I do things, but it in a
safe manner. He always calls me and gives me advice. He is the advice guy. There is no
male figure around. He is a guy who is a gentleman. He is the guy if you walk in the
room you would say that is a gentleman. He would give me advice about different things.
He would tell me to watch out for girls and obey my mother. My grandmother had ten
children. She had 5 boys and 5 girls. I always visited them all the time. All my uncles
help me out because they know there are no male figures around. It not until later on that
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I really recognized how important their support was to my development. My mother was
both mother and father. She was doing double time. I realized later on that I had to give
her credit. She did the best she could. Now I am just like thank you mom for all this time
you put into my life. I just had to feed off the people that were closest to me. You watch
different things. You see different things. You grow into it. Education is of great
importance. I have my career and goals in life. I am trying to be a pilot. My future
educational experience is going to be challenging. I am on my way to graduating in June
and going to college. My future is education/college bound student and a college athlete
also.

Dion’s Profile
I was born in Dakar. That is in West Africa. Over there it is a little bit like over
here, but not really. It is a little bit different. My whole family is from over there. We
have generations that come from probably Ghana and from the middle of Africa. It is so
far that nobody took notes so we do not know. We have family everywhere. We have
family in the U.S. and in Europe. I do not know about Asia. In Dakar the school system is
different. In the U.S. you have a lot of public schools. Over there only some of them are
public. There are few public schools and all the other ones are private. You have to pay a
lot just to go to school. Over there everyone has big families. It is rare to see a family
with one or two kids. My mom has six or seven siblings. My dad has ten siblings. My
mom is the only one that has one child. For me to go to school was not really that much
of a problem. When I was growing up you go to school, but over there they can beat you.
The teachers can beat you down. The whole system is different. Over there they let the
teachers beat you and they will set you straight. If you do not do your homework they
will beat you down. You have to do your homework. They really make memorize a lot.
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You can be in the second grade and know your whole timetables. You can know your
timetables even before you start school. I started school a year early and already knew my
timetables. At home they made you study. You knew your timetables and everything.
Everything we did over there was depending on the French system. The teachers over
there are really good. They really care about you. In the U.S. sometimes you sense that
the teachers do not really care about you. It is kind of like your dad or your mom is
teaching you. They are really focused on teaching you. And if you don’t it is like they are
beating you down because they want you to learn. In Dakar, 90% of the time you are set
straight at home and in school. In the U.S. it is like we cannot touch you. Your home life
is separate. In Dakar home and schoolwork are treated together. You have no choice, but
to go straight. Dakar is 90% Muslim. You have to learn Arabic. You have to learn how to
write it and then you have to learn the Koran that is the holy book. It was tough. Over
there you can be poor, but if you have education you will get full respect. Anywhere you
go money is power. Money is power over there too, but having knowledge is like really
important over there.
In Dakar 99% of the people over there are Black and what they say is that the
White man just got lucky. God just made him lucky, but he is really not that smart. The
White man is somebody who god just gave a gift, but he really is not using his mind. It is
weird in the U.S. If you watch the news like CNN, you see mostly White people in the
government. The president is White and you put it in your head that there is no chance
that you can ever be president. In Dakar every person is Black in the books, comic books,
and children books. When you watch TV and videos, every person is Black. You might
find one White person in the government. It is put in your head that you can be whatever
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you want. All you have to do is study. You have to study and you will get there. I like
that it is different in Dakar.
In Dakar, I always lived with my grandmother. We had a neighbor named Salu
and he was like my brother. Everyone on the block is like family. It can be lunchtime at
my house and we eat at my house then we go to a neighbor’s house and eat. We are
treated as if we belong to the family. You can do whatever you want in other houses and
have similar interactions to your family. If someone catches you doing something bad in
the neighborhood then she will beat you down like your own mom. It is really a good
learning environment.
When I was five my dad was in college so he had to go his separate way. He
wanted to focus on college and my mom. I do not know what my mom was doing
because I was young. They told me she was going on vacation all the time. I stayed at my
grandmother’s house. I was a grandmother’s boy. Anyone who had problems with me
called my grandmother. I would go to school and there were so many kids. I was living
with all my cousins and there were at least 25 or 30 people living in the house because it
was a big house. Many of my family were having kids. They couldn’t pay for each kid to
go to school so some semesters we would switch. Since I started school early they would
always cut off my schooling first. My family would say he is already ahead. My family
would tell me, “For these two months you will not go to school so we can pay off for this
person until we get back the money so you can go back.” Whenever I went back it was
easier to catch up because the teachers cared about me. You could explain why you were
not in school and the teachers would understand because they live in the same exact
societal environment and they would help you catch up exactly where the other people
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were working. I would never think I am never going to pass. The teachers make you think
positively. It was so positive that you feel that you are on top of the world.
My dad lived by the beach and I went there once. I memorized the street and
people kept on pushing me telling me that I was doing a good job. They made me feel
like you are number one inside. I kept learning how to memorize stuff so much that I
thought in my head that I am a special person. I am really special. I am a really great
person. My dad and my mom moved to France for college. They both went to Europe and
came back when I was around eight. They would always go back and forth. When I was
nine I came to New York with my cousin and mom. I was confused. In Dakar when they
talk about the U.S. on TV, they will lie to you and only show you the good parts. They
show you good parts of the United States like the Empire State building and beautiful
towns. They never showed you any Black people on the TV. We got to New York at
night. We ended up in Brooklyn, NY. The first place my family took me was McDonalds.
I still like McDonalds because of that. This was the first experience that I had other than
my country.
When I started school in Brooklyn, the teachers could not take all the work that I
did in French and change it into English because I could not speak a word of English. The
teachers looked at my age and put me in the same age group as everyone else. They made
me stay back because of that. They put me in fourth grade. I was lucky because my
cousin was already living over here. I had the same exact schedule as he did. We were in
elementary school where you have one class for the whole day. I picked up English
quickly because my cousin was there to help me. The only subject that connected was
math. When I came to New York in 94 my teacher Mr. Sharmer he made me feel the
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same way as back home. I remember the second day in school. I had to write something
and I copied it down. He was teaching the class and saw my writing. He stopped the
whole class and told the class this is beautiful handwriting. This is how you are supposed
to write. He showed it to every kid. At that time I did no know English and could not hear
what he was saying. My cousin was there and the teacher walked by and gave me thumbs
up. He was a good teacher. In Africa they teach you how to write well. The teachers teach
you how to hold the pen straight and write perfect. It has been nine years and I lost that
writing ability. I now have bad handwriting.
In math I was ahead of everybody. The stuff I learned even before I started school
was the stuff they were doing in 4th grade. Sometime you get bored so you just sit there
and ask yourself what I am doing. Why am I doing the stuff that people back home are
already doing when they are kids? Over there we had the metric system. Over here they
do not do the metric system. In 5th grade in Brooklyn I had Black teachers. In Brooklyn
they had a lot of Black people so a lot of teachers were Black. I never had a Black teacher
in Millville. I maybe had a Black sub. It is rare to find Black male teachers. You see old
White ladies and that is it. Old White ladies are the only types of teachers you are going
to get. I am not going to lie. There are some that do care about you, and you can tell. If
you have homework missing they will call your house. They want to push you. There are
the other teachers who will say, “That is not my problem. We are just here to get paid.”
Even though they do not say it, I can feel it. I am not stupid. My dad always told me if
you want to see a good teacher, look them straight in the eye. If he/she turns away then
he/she is not a good teacher. A teacher should focus on the student. I tested all my
teachers this year. Most of them could not even look me straight in the eye.
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There are some teachers that are always pushing you, but they are not really that
determined because the students think that they have to do it. The students cannot see that
it is their teacher’s job. They get paid for teaching. They can always go find another
work. The teachers don’t really care. In Dakar the teachers really care. My first grade
t

teacher cared about me. One look in the eye with her and you would calm down. She
would look at you as if she is straightening out her son for doing something wrong. I can
tell when someone cares about you and when someone does not and just want their
money and time. I sometimes hear teacher saying, “I hope we have a snow day. I cannot
wait to go home. I cannot wait for Friday.” For me, they are not really teaching. They are
people who just look at the books and try to explain it and then just want to go home. I
can tell they do not want to be there. Even if some of the students are bad, if you are a
teacher it is your responsibility to teach any student. Regardless if all the students are
Black, it is your responsibility to teach.
I am dark and I am quiet. At school I am quiet unless I am with my friend and the
teacher is relaxed then I will joke around. The first day of classes I am always quiet.
Since I have mostly all White lady teachers they are always afraid. I do not know why,
but the first day of school they always look at me funny. They think that I am going to
walk in there and cause mischief. You can see it in their eyes like I do not want this
student in there. As soon as I get in class I keep quiet and look them straight in the eye
for a straight month. I do not talk unless I need to and then the teachers start switching it
around. You can see a teacher’s reactions when they change. At first they will look at you
funny like, “He is going to do something bad. I better get ready to pick up that phone to
call the office.” If you sit there and be quiet, the teachers do not appear to be as
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frightened as before. The teachers will also see that you are a good listener. To me the
best kind of person you can be is a good listener. If you are not a good listener then you
cannot accomplish anything.
In New York it was fun. The best time in my life was in New York. New York
was always full of action full of noise full of new things to do. Since I was a kid when
you are a kid you can do whatever you want. You can just fool around. That is what you
are supposed to do. You are a kid. I live in New York since I was nine until I was 12.1
left there in 97.1 was in grades 4-6 in New York. We used to go on field trips especially
during Black history month. That was like the best month and that is how I learned about
Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks. The whole school would know about Black History
month. They would really know about Black History Month. Every class you had for the
whole month of Black History had to focus on Black History. What ever we were doing
in Math the teachers would start teaching or create a problem. They would put down a
solution that we did not know and ask, “Do you know who invented this?” We did this
for the whole month. You really get focused and you would know a lot. I was there for
two years, but I knew who Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King were and I never had less
than a B.
I came to Millville and it was like a totally different switch. I had gotten used to
teachers caring about you, being there for you, and pushing you. Sometimes you get lazy,
but you do not really know that you are lazy. You start flunking and dropping. You get
lazy. It is like if something is not working out and you say, “I quit.” In 7th grade I went to
Ingersoll Middle School. This is the first time I had a D on my report card. I thought I
was going crazy.
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In 7th grade when I came over here all the kids were saying, “You are from New
York. I have been to New York. New York is a bad place.” They probably got it from
movies. Most movies that you see about gangs are in Chicago, LA and NY. Those three
places are just portrayed as bad places to live. That is not really true. Wherever you go
there is bad people, but you cannot do anything about that cause they just grew up in their
own bad ways. These kids don’t know how people in New York really are. They know
that people in New York might dress ghetto. People think that because you dress ghetto
that you are not intelligent. That is not true. It is just a style of dressing. You can wear a
suit and not be intelligent. If that was the case I can be a bum, make enough money go
buy a suit and wear it every day and people would be “Oh you are smart.” Some people
do think that way. If you wear a suit regardless of who you are, you get more respect. If I
put on a Du rag and I wear a shirt, baggy pants, and walk into the store, the store people
will look at me funny just because of the way I am dressed.
I wanted to test my White teachers. I came to school for a week in dress pants and
a shirt. Some teachers noticed the change in what I was wearing, but the one teacher told
me that I should change friends since I had changed the way I dressed. I felt even more
disconnected and upset with those teachers. My friends were not bad people because
some of them wore baggy pants or doo rags.
You cannot be a student here and go enter New York school and see that people
get good grades, succeed, and make the honor rolls. When I was in New York I made
student of the month from 5th grade to 6th grade. My mom always got parent of the
month. I then came to Millville and I just started flunking. I could not understand why. I
could not understand how come I was just dropping and my parent used to say, “What is
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wrong with you?” They still say, “What is wrong with you?” I need someone to push me.
I am determined, but I have a short span of being determined. I will be like yeah, yeah I
am going to do it, and then after a while I will think, “This is taking too long.” I know
you have to be patient in life, but sometimes you are not patient. I am not a patient
person. You can always learn to be to be patient. When I am in school my parents push
me, and when I am home they push me. They tell me, “You need to focus” and I think,
“Yeah I do need to focus.” You really believe it. As soon as you get to school everything
your parents’ said is in your memory. Your body will not do it. You will not do it. You
will not know why. I would ask myself, why am I getting bad grade when I know this? I
can do this. It is an easy subject. I am sitting here not doing my work. I am wondering
about nothing and daydreaming. I used to always daydream. In 7th grade I got a D and I
thought what is going on here. I thought I was going crazy. I thought how I could live in
a place they say is full of gangs, a bad place, and move to a place where you can actually
hear the birds singing and you get a D. You start failing and then you start going down. I
could not understand.
It started in 7 grade and 8 grade. I always took French class. I know French
because French people colonized us and everyone in my family knows French. From my
7th to 11th grade French classes, I knew more than the teacher did. I used to sit there bored
out of my mind. I would actually sit there and fail French class. All I had to do was take
five minutes out of the whole period and do the work. Even though it was that easy to be
done with the work, I couldn’t do it. There was something holding me back. I had no will
or drive. Nobody was there to push me. I was still a kid. I still had needs. Even though
my parents were pushing me back home, sometimes that is not enough. I needed people
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in school also to be telling me “Yeah you can do this. You are important. You can do
whatever you want.” Even though some teachers might say you can be whatever you
want to be in life. They say it in a way that is not serious. This is not pushing me. I do not
feel any energy into that. I could not get any energy off of teachers like that and try to
push myself. It was hard to focus on school. I used to do nothing. I would go home, go to
school, go home and go to school.
If you lived in New York and move to Millville it is like a total downfall. I did not
know what to do. In New York there were a lot of activities. In Millville if you do not
know the area you go play in the back yard. I would take a soccer ball or basketball and
just play outside. My mom did not want me playing with video games. I would sit at
home and watch TV all day. I do not have any siblings so TV was like talking to me. The
TV was the only thing that was speaking to me. It was easier to learn English like that. I
used to always turn on the TV because I couldn’t go anywhere. I did not know where to
go. I had a bike, but a bike can only take you so far. I used to live in a bad area. I did not
want to be around some kids so I stopped myself from being around them. I end up being
bored. For two years in 7th and 8th grade I was sitting there being bored until I moved
around to Caret Street. There was a lot of Puerto Ricans in the neighborhood. I am not
trying to be like racist, but they were always outside. I became a friend with Puerto
Ricans. It was easier to go out, but my mom is kind of protective. My mom is very
respectful. If you call my house and say, “Hey can I speak to Dion?” She will tell you to
hang up the phone call back and say, “May I please speak to Dion?” I have gotten used to
this when I call other people’s houses. It is a custom that I got used to. I am her only child
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so she is very protective. Her other siblings have four or five kids. I could not go far with
the bike.
I heard about poetry. I used to draw a lot. I used to read Spider Man comic books.
I used to draw from the cover to the end. I do not know why I like Spider Man. It is
probably because I took martial arts and he had those weird positions in the air that
interested me. His body structure was hot to me so I used to want to draw that. I started
drawing then when I started poetry. I did not really like hip-hop music. I didn’t like hiphop music until 9th grade. I could not understand what they were talking about. I came to
Millville and Tupac was talking about gangs. I did not even know what gangs were until I
started listening to rap music. I am not saying that rap portrays that. I was not brought up
to like rap music. After a while I used to always listen to love songs. I listened to Soul,
jazz, love songs and classical music. My dad used to always listen to classical music on
Saturday. He would blast classical music. After a while I started liking it because I did
not have a choice. Some music is a form of expression whether it is country, hip-hop or
reggae. It is a way of expressing yourself. I might not feel what you are talking about but
it does not mean that it is wrong. Some people feel like that. If you keep your mind open
you will always learn more.
Some kids over here never even left their hometown. That is not good. You have
to travel. When you travel you learn new things. If you take a trip to Ireland you will
learn more about Ireland in two weeks than you will learn in a book. These kid only
source of information is what the government gives them. It is what the TV portrays.
99% of the time you will be fooled. People used to say dumb stuff. I could just turn it
around and say how dumb are you. They would ask me, “Did you swim over here?” They
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do not realize how far it is from Africa. “Did you swim with whales?” I am like, “Wow I
have never even seen a whale.” “Did you see a lion? So, you run around naked. Is it true
you smoke bamboo trees? You take the wood and smoke it.” To me, it is still funny.
People still ask that today in high school.
In Dakar, if they catch you with a little weed it is disgraceful. In Dakar, if you go
to jail do not come back to your family. Your family will portray you as the worst person.
In the U.S. it is the opposite. If you go to jail and come out you are a hero for some
reason. People will say, “He is a man.” He went to jail so do not mess with him. You can
go to jail for anything. It is just the way it is portrayed. It is like their minds are set in a
short narrowed path. They cannot step out of that short little box. They are focused on
that short little box. Sometimes, I will feel sorry for them. I am not saying all the kids are
like that. Everybody has problems but just not being well educated is a problem. You will
understand the problem when you get older and that is when it is too late. You can be the
most popular guy in school have the best car and girl. After awhile when you get to a
point in your life you have to think, “Ok, what type of degree do I have?” What type of
educational status do I have?” You realize that you have nothing. You have no life if you
do not get the right education. I know that I have not got all the right education. The only
time I felt I got the right education was when I was in New York and from the time I was
a kid. In Millville I have got nothing but bad education. The education sometimes goes
up and down. It is not like a flowing straight path. One marking period I did feel like
doing anything so I said, “I quit.”
In Millville the teachers treated me like adults. They wanted to push me into the
next level whether I was done or not. They do not care all they want to do is make sure
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you are passing with a D. The teachers just pushed me to the next level. They keep
pushing and pushing me until I was at the point where I told myself I have not learned
anything, but I am at this grade. The teachers move quickly. The teachers move too fast.
They do it by weeks and whether or not you are done with that chapter in that week you
are just falling behind. Sometime people do not pick up fast. I sometimes do not pick up
fast. I need time. A teacher might say it and I might get it, but I am not able to explain it
back to you. I need more repetition to keep so I can understand. When I came to Millville
the teachers said, “You do not get it I will explain it to you.” If I still did not understand
the teachers would say, “I am sorry I cannot do anything about that” and would move on.
I would think You the teacher. Aren’t you supposed to teach me? If I do not learn
anything then what is the point. The teachers would not do anything about it because they
did not care. The only teacher that cared was my French teacher because I knew more
French than him. It kind of like I am feeding off of him and he was feeding off of me.
You can always see when somebody cared and when somebody does not care. I
can feel it. When somebody does not care I can fell it. I do not know why I do it to
myself, but if teachers did not care then I did not care. It is kind of like if you do not care
I do not care. I used to always think that when the teachers say do something I was doing
it for them. At that time I did not understand that I was doing it for myself. I could see
that the teachers did not care and they were telling me to do my work. If you do not care
and you want me to do it then I do not care either. It is like a downfall. If I can see
somebody does not care and they ask me to do it is like a test. I think what will happen if
I don’t do it. The teachers just kept on acting the same until after a while you have gotten
used to being lazy. Even though at home they will push you, when you go back to school
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that same rhythm flows. The same exact way of just being lazy flows. The kids and your
friends are acting the same way. You might have a friend who makes honor roll. They
will fool around but they always get honor roll. You just cannot understand it. You fool
around with them but they catch up on the work. I couldn’t catch back so it is kind of like
either I do it or I am fooling around. There is no middle jumping back. I could not jump
back because once I do something it is like I might as well finish it. Why would I keep
switching back and forth? I did not see the point in that.
In New York the teachers did not make you think that school is hard, that school
is like work. The teachers make you think that you came in here to have fun and we are
going to have fun this way. This is the way you can learn. The teachers do not say it is
going to be hard and this is the way you are going to do it. If I come up to you and say
you are going to work but you are not going to like it. You are going to put in your head
that I am not going to like this. In the back of your head even if you do the work you are
going to say I do not like this and you are going to end up not liking it. If I come up to
you and say you are going to do a good job and it will be wonderful and a lot of fun then
you will look forward to it. You really look forward to having that much fun. The
teachers here portray everything as no joke. This is serious. Even though the work is
serious they put it to you in a negative way. The teachers really put it in your head in a
negative way. Once that negativity hits, it is like a trap. You cannot step back. Sometimes
you recognize that I really need to focus. I am really messing up. You just snap back
from focus to being lazy again. After a while you get used to it.
The first year of High School you think, “I can fool around this year. I still have
three more years.” The second year you think, “I can fool around; I still have two more
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years.” By the time you hit junior year you think, “I cannot snap back into this. It is too
late.” As soon as you hit junior year the teachers put it in your head that it was too late for
everything. I did well on the MCAS. I passed it. I did not have to worry about the
graduation requirement. The teachers put it in my head that my grades were horrible. The
/

teachers were basically telling me, “I do not think you are going to get into any good
colleges.” If someone says that to you then you just want to quit. If a teacher, someone
that knows about education, tells you that I do not think you are going to get into a good
college, after awhile you will be like ok so why should I do more work? Why should I do
my homework and all that other stuff if I am not going to get anywhere? It is like I am on
a road, but the end is far away and someone tells me, “You have a long way to go, but
your shoes have holes in them. I do not think you are going to make it.” I am just going to
be like, “Ok, I have holes in my shoes and I do not want to get a cut on my foot. I will
just fool around and take my time. I will just take my sweet time walking so I do not
mess up my shoes or get a cut on my foot.” The fact is by walking like that you are not
going to get over there.
The teachers push you in the wrong way. The teachers might not mean it, but for
them it is just a job. Just because you are teachers does not mean 99% of the time you are
going to say something that will help to push the students. It is not true. I am a person. I
have opinions. Sometime the teacher’s opinions slip out and even though they might not
think so, it hits me. Sometimes, out of the whole year just that little part can just hit me
the most. The message can get stuck on my head. Once it gets stuck on my head I will tell
myself forget about school. It is really there. A lot of times if an adult is talking to a kid
and adult is making him feel down, without the kid even knowing it that kid will only go

98

down more. Even if the kid is strong in the mind you will get into the habit of just doing
bad and not doing your homework for that teacher. Sometimes you will see some
teachers get mad if you do not do your homework. It is kind of like war between the
student and the teacher. It is like ok I do not yell out loud, I do not swear, but what I can
do is not do my homework, which makes the teacher mad. I am not putting any kind of
violence into the teacher, but I am not doing well in class. I am just making you mad. I
can see that on your face that I am not making you happy.
Yesterday, I had gym and my ankle was swollen up. It takes a while to get from
the second to the fourth floor. My cousin was helping me. We came from gym with my
gym bag and the French teacher, who is White and female said, “Do not talk to us. Do
not say anything. I am really pissed off. You just sit there. You just sit there and shut up
for a whole hour and a half.” We just sat there. We did not mind, but we do care. Today
this White girl came late to class. The teacher always likes her. She is in AP French. That
does not make sense. We are in regular French. We do the same exact work, but she is in
AP French. The whole class is set up around her so she can pass some test. We came late
five minutes. She came 15 minutes late. Do you know what the teacher said? The
teachers said, “Hi Kaolin how are you doing please come sit down. I have this test ready
for you.” We were like, “Can you see this?” This happens almost every day. We can
watch a movie and the White girl will sit there and talk. If we talk, my cousin and I get
yelled at. There are only 5 or 6 people in that class. It is French five. The teachers do not
care. We have gotten used to it. The class evolves around this White girl and I did not
care. There was nothing I could do about it. You cannot do anything about it. Even
though she might be a good teacher she cares more about that White student than anyone
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else does. My cousin calls this White girl the teacher’s daughter. He will say she is
always taking care of her daughter. The teacher really cares about her. They do after
school activities and Saturday stuff. With us it is like ok have a good weekend, like
nothing. If you do not do your homework she will call your house. That is it. We know
she cares, but she cares about that one particular person.
People would be scared of me in school. I actually had to sit and start talking
more. For some reason if you are dark and you are quiet, it is like scary for them. I do not
know why. It must be the TV. My dad is dark too. I am not sure about the being dark
thing. I am only saying this because someone said this to me. A White student said, “I am
afraid of the dark guys who do not talk.” I asked him why and he said, “I do not know. I
just am. If you are quiet and you are dark to me, I think you are crazy or something, like
you will flip put on me.” One day we were taking the subway and this old lady got off the
subway and we were going in the opposite direction from her. She turned around and ran
away. We were just laughing.
To me for some teachers the First day of school is like a game. They see me and
wonder is he going to be a bad kid. It is interesting. The teachers eventually realize that I
am the opposite of what they thought. The teachers think you cannot understand, but I
can understand clearly. They feel really stupid because they are totally wrong. The look
on their faces puts a smile on my face because you cannot do anything about it.
Somewhere back in the days, somebody gave these teachers the wrong information or
wrongly portrayed dark skinned guys and girls. It just got to their head. The teachers
grew up with it, picked it up somewhere, but that is not my problem. My problem is I am
here to show you are wrong, just seeing that look on your face proving you are wrong

100

puts a smile on my face. I know that not every person can do that. I was the only one dark
in most of my classes. In my class I had another kid who was dark too. He kind of looked
like me so people would always get us confused. He started smoking, skipping school
and now I do not know what he is doing. He was not strong enough to just sit there and
say, “Ok, this teacher thinks I am a bad person. I know I am not a bad person.” The
whole four years of high school I skipped once and that was only the last period of class
because we had an assembly and the teacher was absent. I went to the highway to drive
and think.
With Black teachers it was a totally different switch. You do not feel the tension
or being scared from the Black teachers. Being Black, they have already been there where
it was hard. They will push you and make you feel as if you are wonderful. If you have a
White teacher he or she is not going to say oh your Black so you have to do it more. I
cannot connect with White teacher like I do with Black teachers. If a White lady says,
“You are Black and you have to do it for Black people,” sometimes you might take it in
the wrong way. Is she joking with me? Is this a joke? You do not connect the same way
as you would with a Black teacher. We used to have Black subs that I still see sometimes.
Those subs can be in a class that you hate. The day that your teacher is not there you can
sometimes fool around. When you have that Black sub, you learn more than what the
teacher tell you. The White teacher does not really connect with you. Some teachers go
there to teach but they do not connect. In New York I always felt connected with the
Black teachers. I used to hate going home. Friday when the bell rang I used to hate going
home I could not wait for Monday. Here I cannot wait to get out of this class. You sit
there and wait for the bell. You do not feel any connection. You are in a room and the
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teacher is talking to you but you do not feel any kind of vibe. But when you have all
White teachers for four years, after a while you are like, “Oh boy.” They might not try to
put negativity into you but they do it without doing it on purpose. After a while the
negativity feeds into your mind. With Black teachers I always felt that connection. I wish
to have an African American teacher.
The connection means a lot. If you have a connection with the educator and the
student 99% of the time that student will succeed. If you don’t have any sort of
connection you go in there to learn but you feel as if it is just a job for them. You won’t
really feel pushed. You have no sort of drive. That is what happens to a lot of these Black
kids. I have an example. One day the school had taken my hat so I had to go get it back
after school. You know how people wear hats. I am not trying to be racist or anything but
I seen White boys wear their hats and the teachers never tell them to take it off. Just
because a Black person might wear a hat that is bright and full of colors the teachers will
see it from far away and tell you to take off your hat. Sometimes they will just take your
hat. I had to go after school to pick up my hat. My friend forgot his bag downstairs and
then a White kid was outside waiting for his ride. I was following the teacher and she told
a group of students that everyone had to leave the building. She forced them out. My
friend asked her to get his bag that he left downstairs. She replied no. He kept on asking
for ten minutes. He told her he needed his bag. You could tell she did not believe him.
She did not care. A White guy came and said I need to go downstairs for something. She
was like ok, come. My friend was like, “You see this, and you see what is going on here.”
I was like, “Yeah.” I did not want to say something because I wanted my hat back. We
could see what was happening. She believed the White kid even though the White kid
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had no excuse. She would not believe the Black kid but she believed the White kid. Even
though she was Puerto Rican she believed the White kid over the Black kid. That always
happened in school.
If you are Black or Puerto Rican you always get more pressure. It is like anything
you do. You know the doo rags and the headbands. White people, White boys have there
own little style that they wear on their heads. I have not seen a teacher say take that off. A
Black kid can have on a doo rag and hat and the teacher will say take it all off. At lunch
you can be eating and just have a headband on. The teachers will be all the way across
the room and walks all the way down to tell you to take it off. They will pass by some
White people that the teacher should also tell to take off their hats. They will not say
anything. This always happens in school. The Black kids will be like “What about him?”
“What about those White students?” We have some White students who do
snowboarding and they wear their hats, and whatever else. They have their hats and
winter coats on in school. They do not wear bright colors like we do. We like exciting
colors like red and yellow. We like something that will catch your eye. This is just our
style. The teachers will not say something when they wear their stuff, but with us
everything you do is suspicious. We had cops at our school one time. I did not even do
anything. I was late for class. The cop said, “Where is you ID?” I told the cop my ID was
in my pocket. The cop asked to see it. He then told me he was walking me to class. He
did not care. I was walking but to me the only reason that I was stopped was because I
was Black. I thought to myself, “Why am I being stopped for not doing anything.” I am
in hurry to get to my class and you are going to stop me and walk me to my class.
Whenever they walk you to your class the only thing in their head is that you were
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skipping class and that is it. The only thing that I could put in my head was that happened
because I was Black. The cop just stopped me because of that. You can always see the
Black and Puerto Rican kids. They always put more pressure on them than the White
kids. There are some bad White kids too.
I do not think it is fair. Just because you dress in a certain way does not mean that
what you have in your head is exactly the same way. This is not true. I used to dress like
that. I only used to listen to classical music and R&B. It does not mean that because I
dress a certain way I act a certain way. I never did badly my whole school years except
skip once. I also came late a couple of times. The way you dress matters. I can understand
if you are going out to look for a job. You cannot dress like that because that is how they
want it. This is how they want their standards. You cannot go wearing a doo rag and say I
am looking for a job, even though you might be focused and they might understand you.
They might not hire you because of the way you are dressed, but in school that is
different. It is a public school, for the public. No matter what style you have and what
race you are, no matter what color you are everybody should be treated equal. It is not
like that. It is not like that at all. You know how we wear baggy stuff. You might know
somebody that did something bad and they dress in the same way that you dress. The
next time that same lady teacher that had problems with that kid sees you she will be like,
“Oh they dress the same way. They must think the same way. They might be connected
in the same way.” It is kind of like that. When the White kids do it, they each have their
own little problems. This is how the teachers see it. I know these two White girls that
never came to school without being high. You could smell it. When they sit next to you,
you could smell it. The teachers never said anything. The teachers would not think the
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next White kid that dressed like these two White girls is exactly the same or these two
White kids must have bad parents and their lives are all messed up. For Black students it
is like if you dress like that and he dressed like that then both of you must act the same
way. Just because this one is bad will make the other one bad too. It is just a style. What
teachers do not understand is that it is just a style and they only see the outside. The
media portrays it like that in the society as cool and using guns. This does not mean that
we actually go out and do it. I have never seen a gun. The only time I have seen a gun is
on the cops in school. Just because I dress a certain way does not mean I am going to put
two of them on my waist and go hurt somebody. That is just how hip-hop is portrayed. I
am actually more afraid of people that are dressed normal than people that dress in hiphop style are. When someone is straight and normal, those are the people I always look
out for because they are the people who are smart enough to mess you up. Someone, who
doesn’t like you and doesn’t show you respect, those are the people that you have to look
out for. The teachers do not see that. They just see the outside. The teachers treat you in a
different way because of how you dress. This is how it is.
I do not think it is all my fault. If you are the teacher it is your responsibility to
make sure that I understand regardless of whether I care of not. Even if I do not care you
should still push me to the point that I do care. The teachers do not see it like that. They
give you the work and if you do not do it that is your fault. They do not care about what
sort of reasons that you have for not doing your work. Sometimes you can be a good
student but you fail because somebody might die, something happened to you, and you
are really depressed. You do not feel like doing work. When you go back to feeling
normal, it is already too late for the teachers. They will tell you that you are failing and
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then they do not even focus on you. You can really see them not focusing on you. You
can tell when a teacher does not care when you walk in class. I tested it. I walked into
class and put my head down. The teacher did nothing. I woke up when the bell rang. I
was like ok this teacher must not care. The teacher was thinking he put his head down; he
does not want to learn. That is his problem. This is how the teachers see it. If it was a
good teacher, She would say, “Honey would you please wake up so you can learn? I do
not want you to miss this.” For me that is being a good teacher. In Millville it is not like
that. The teachers will say if you want to put your head down go ahead. Sometimes they
will tell you be quiet and put your head down. I want to learn. This Black kid used to ask
questions and whatever the teacher said he would have a question. He asked questions so
much that the teacher was telling him to be quiet and put your head down. She told him
to do something but please do not open your mouth so I can teach. He was very curious
and by the teacher telling him no, she was shutting him down. She was telling him that he
could not be curious. It is not right for you to be curious. After a while he transferred to
another school.
aL
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The 12 grade is the most confusing year to me. When you are in 9 grade you
say, “I cannot wait until my senior year. It is going to be wonderful. I am going to have a
lot of fun. We are going to do a lot of stuff.” Our senior year is paying your class dues or
you do not do anything. This is $75. Why should I pay $75 to enjoy myself in school
when I can go to McDonalds for five dollars and buy something that makes me happy?
We can all meet over there and have fun. It is kind of like when you are entering high
school you look up to your senior year, but it is not what you think it is. It is not like what
you see in the movies with the jocks and the preps. That is only the White image. I have
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never been near a school like that. I went to high school and the football team is on this
side and the basketball team is on this side. It is not really different from middle school.
You have more responsibility.
In the 12th grade you know a lot of teachers. They actually are more laid back
with seniors. You know what you have to do. If you do not do it, then that is your fault. If
you do not graduate that is your fault. The teachers really do not put any effort into the
students. This is why we have 100 seniors not graduating. The teachers do not push the
students. One student was skipping and the teacher says, “That person had senioritis.” I
thought senioritis, who made that up. The teachers should be like you are a senior you
should not be skipping. The only reason I like being a senior is because in a couple of
months, I will be treated like an adult. Everything I do will depend on me. That is what I
have been waiting for in life. I want to be an engineer. I never felt in high school that
anything I did is important for my career that I want to do. I never felt it. I take a class
and I never was pushed or shown that anything I do in that class will help me get there. It
was always like if you take this class and fail it that is your problem. It is kind of like you
have to learn for yourself. Sometimes you learn too late. I wish I could go back so I could
work harder on some things, but you can’t do it now. This is why I am going to a
community college for two years. Right now I understand where I am at, but it is too late.
I was never pushed in school to make me think that any subject that I do is helping me to
be an engineer. This is why I did not care about some classes.
I am happy that I have good friends and bad friends. The bad friends they do not
really know their lives. They do not know what they want. They live life day by day.
They live life by the moment. My good friends live life ahead. They think ahead. They
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have a whole scheduled out plan. If you ask some peers “what are you going to do for
college” they will say, “I don’t know.” If you ask the same peers, “What are you going to
do later?” they will say, “I don’t know.” They do not have any answers for their future.
They are lost. When you watch a movie and they portray urban kids as living a certain
life, I say I do not live that way. These kids force themselves to live that life, which is
making them completely, lost. They might be my good friends, but they are lost. When I
say good fiends or bad friends I do not mean good friends or bad friends towards me. I
mean good friends or bad friends towards their life. They are bad because they are
making bad choices on their lives. They do not know any better. When I say good
friends, I mean they are making good choices with their lives. They have their mind right.
To me education it is the most powerful thing that you can have. You can be a
basketball star. You can be a NBA star. Most people that I know portray themselves as
being NBA stars. If you play a sport that is the only place that you feel pushed that you
can succeed. For some reason I don’t know how it gets to your head. Sports are the only
thing that schools will push you in that you can succeed. I played football for one year
and they told me that I could go to the pros. You go to the gym and start lifting thinking I
can go to the pros. It is kind of like brainwashing. When an adult is talking to a kid it is
easier to brainwash him. The adult has more knowledge. It is easier to brainwash a kid
into believing whatever they want you to believe. It is kind of like a parent. You can have
a parent who does not like White people so he brainwashes you to hate White people, but
it is not your fault. It is just how your parent taught you. After football season I started
realizing what happens once I can’t go to the pros? What happens once I do get to the
pros, break a leg and my contract is dismissed? What am I going to do? I like to think a
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lot. So many people want to be in the sports, but some people do not think that “Oh I
want to get my master’s degree so I can make $100,000.” They think I am going to play
basketball and make millions. How many kids are going to get accepted into professional
sports? You have to be the best. Even if you are the best there is always someone who is
going to become better than you are. With education they can shoot up your whole body
and if you do not die, whatever you put in there stays in there. Education becomes a part
of you. Nobody can take it away from you. That is your power. The more education you
have the greater the power. You might get respect because you are an athlete, but if you
use your mind more that is the most powerful thing. People will actually get scared.
Michael Jordan uses his mind and he is a good athlete. This is why he is making millions
of dollars. Nobody will dare talk down to Michael Jordan. Life is like a big game and it is
up to you to find a way to win that game. You must think that I am going to make these
points now for later in the game. I want at least a bachelor’s degree or more. I want to be
a mechanical engineer and car designer. I want to get to the point where I can go to the
junkyard and completely remodel a car so that everyone in the street will look at it at
least twice. I plan to also open a mechanic shop for fun, on the side. Being a mechanic
you will always have a job.

Nigel’s Profile
I was bom to a single parent in Baltimore, Maryland. My mother was sixteen at
the time. At the time I was 11 months my father was murdered. There was no chance of
him being in my life. For my whole life it was just my mother and I. It was my mother
and I until the age of four. She attended Concord State for two years. At the age of four
we moved to Millville, Massachusetts. Once I turned five I entered into my first public
school program that was the Middlesex Street Elementary School. I entered there in the
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kindergarten grade. I stayed there from k-5. Middlesex School is in an urban area. It is in
the heart of an urban area. I do not really remember too much from when I was there. I
remember the quality of the teachers that I had there. I did not have my first minority
teacher until the 7th grade. The teachers that I had there were not always able to relate
/

with situations and things of not only me, but also my classmates. I am not trying to take
away from the way they taught. I do not think I ever had a bad teacher, but the teachers I
had from K-12 were good teachers academically, but my mother says that teaching goes
beyond the classroom.
I feel that in the public urban schools the teachers that I had were not able to
stretch our learning beyond the classroom. They were not able to relate personally and
understand how me and my peers and my other classmates were understanding the things
we were going through as minority students and in America itself. After I graduated from
Homer Street School, I entered into Forest Park Middle School for 6th grade. That was
actually a big change for me going from elementary to middle school. It was a maturing
stage where I had to get used to working on my own. I had to be independent. It was in
the 6th grade where I learned that teachers are not going to teach you everything you need
to learn in life. You have to be able to teach yourself. You have to search for knowledge.
There are some teachers who in a way can care less. I had teachers who told me, I do not
care whether you learn or not. I will still get paid. Things like that helped me to realize
that there are going to be teachers out there who do not reach to their full potential. These
teachers do not help student reach their full potential. Therefore, I have to learn to do it
on my own. I have to learn how to be an independent learner.
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I was probably around the age of 12 when my mother married a citizen of
Chicago. We moved from Springfield, Massachusetts to Chicago, Illinois. We lived on
the West Side of Chicago. That was probably the biggest change that I had to go through
in my life. I went from a small city that has probably about five high schools to a city
with more high schools than I could count. I am not even sure the number of high schools
in Chicago. It was the toughest change I went through because I was coming from a
northern like city. Many people think that Chicago is a northern like city, but Chicago is
more like the south. Most of the citizens of Chicago have moved there from places like
Memphis, Mississippi, Alabama, southern states like that. During the civil rights
movement a lot of people moved up North because they were unhappy with what was
going on in the South. Life in the city of Chicago was different. I had to get used to the
school system.
The first school I entered during the 7th grade was Higgins Elementary School. It
was considered an elementary school because in Chicago elementary schools are
considered k-8. As I entered into this school it was the first time that I had a Black
teacher in a history class. This was the first time I had an African American teacher in a
core class. I had never been taught history from that type of perspective. History was
always taught to me straight out of the books. History was always taught to me word for
word from what the textbook would say. Everything that I was taught in school was
straight out of the history book. I learned other things outside of the school because of the
teachings that my family brought to me. Most my educational teaching came from within
school and it was only taught word for word from the book. The teacher I had in the 7th
grade helped me and my other classmates to think beyond the book. The book will tell
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you one thing, but it won’t elaborate on the things that went on around that area, such as
the manifest destiny. People will think that was such a great thing. If you think deeply
into it, the manifest destiny was basically how Americans pushed the Indians as Far West
as possible. It was small things like that that helped me to broaden the way I think.
Adapting to the school system wasn’t the easiest thing for me. I enjoyed being taught by
those of my same ethnic background and being in the class with the students. I did not
always talk like other students and they said I talked proper and like a White boy.
Everybody thought I was the smartest because the way I used my English. I guess my
vocabulary was expanded far beyond my grade level. I am not sure as to what it may be.
May be it is just the city of Millville and the way we talked there. I actually know the
way we talk in Millville is much different than the way they talk in Chicago.
I never realized it until I got into the 7th grade the difference between having a
minority and White teacher. I mean I had minority gym teachers. I had a minority art
teacher, but I never had a minority teacher in a core class like math, science, English, or
history. Once I got to the 7th grade I had this Black teacher who used the books maybe
one or two times out of the week to learn about history. He brought in other things beside
the textbooks. I had never worked with magazine articles and analyzed newspaper
articles about the history. You can learn a lot about African American history through
newspaper articles, editorials, and articles in magazines. Things that would be
sugarcoated in the textbooks, you get raw in other outside resources. You get a different
perspective. A lot of these textbooks are not written by African Americans or by anyone
of another minority descent. Most of them are probably written by Caucasians. The
textbooks are written from there perspective and it is taught from there perspective. I look
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at it like this, who can teach me about what my great grandmother went through better
than my grandmother who witnessed what she went through. I loved this class because it
provided another way to think about history from an African American perspective. I
begin to search for other African American materials.
Halfway through the 7th grade school year, my mother and stepfather brought a
house. I had to move to the southwest side of Chicago from the south side. I had to
transfer schools. In a way I was going back into the system that I left in Millville.
Although minority teachers taught me, Carroll Elementary was more filled with
Caucasian students. The previous school I attended in Chicago was 100% African
American. That was the first time that I experienced a 100% minority school. Higgins
was in the heart of an all African American neighborhood. The city of Chicago is a very
diverse city, however the diversity is spread out. One culture may live on one part of
Chicago, but you will not see them in another area of Chicago. It is almost like they all
stick together in their own certain areas. At Carroll Elementary everything changed for
me at the school. I was able to walk to school. In the Neighborhood where Higgins was
located, I had to have a ride to school and someone had to pick me up to make sure that I
got home safely because of the area.
I attended Carroll elementary for half of my 7 grade and 8 grade. I also had an
African American history teacher. The rest of my teachers were Caucasian. The
experience was different because of the neighborhood. I got used to it. It kind of
reminded me of being back in Millville. As I got through the 8th grade I was on the honor
roll for all four marking periods. I was almost held back in the 8th grade because of a
standardized test that is called the IOWA test. You have to score at a certain level on the
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IOWA test. The day we had to take the reading test I was a little under the weather and
not feeling so well. I did not get much sleep the night before. I did not do so well on the
test and they were planning to keep me back in the 8th grade although I was on the honor
roll all four marking periods. I was passing all my classes with flying colors. With the
help of my teachers, principal and a petition, they convinced the school committee to give
me a retake on the test. I was the only student in the whole school to have a retake on the
test. When I retook the test I scored above and beyond what I scored first and my grade
level at that time. This showed me just how accurate a standardized test could be.
Multiple-choice tests do not measure your intelligence. It just measures how well you can
do on that certain day.
i.L

*1

After I graduated from the 8 grade I entered into 9 grade at Huber High School.
I entered there as a freshman. I went there for my freshman and sophomore year. The
transition from middle school to high school was also a big change that I had to go
through. My grades slipped. I was not on the honor roll as much. I got into a little more
trouble than I did when I was in elementary and middle school. It was kind of tough for
me to adapt to a large school. I was also an athlete at school. I was only concentrating on
being an athlete. There was no one ever there. My mother always told me that academic
and schools comes before football; however, children listen to others more than they
listen to their parents. I never really had a mentor like someone who tried to direct or
guide me on the right path into getting prepared for college. I think I met my counselor
once or twice in the two years that I was at the high school of Huber. I probably met with
my counselor once or twice and that was at the beginning of the year to collect my
activity fee. I never met with my counselor in concern to how I am doing with my
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classes. I never met with my counselor in concern with anything. I guess my counselor
thought it was her job to make sure that I had the right classes and enough credits to
graduate. I am not sure how that system works, but there was never anyone at the school,
except for one teacher name Ms. Poesy. I had her as a writing workshop teacher and she
really helped me to improve my writing. One thing she used to always tell me was about
being an African American male. She would just say to me that “You cannot afford to
mess up.” I actually said, “What do you mean by that?” She said, “You will come back in
a few years and you will tell me what that means.” Life in general and being in high
school was hard enough, but once you move to college, I hear the testimony of college
students and they tell me how their African American students and classmates cannot get
higher than B+ in their classes. The teachers will not give them the points they earned to
get an A.
th

th

th

In the 8 , 9 , and 10 grade hormones started flying around. I went to a school
that was 60% female and here I am chasing females around the school. It was a lot of
distractions that I was not prepared to deal with and I feel that was because in my 6th, 7th,
8th grade years no one was there to warn me. My mother can tell me so much. I will admit
that my mother told me ahead of time, but I did not listen. It took the voice of one of my
current mentors that lives in the city of Chicago. A Black male name Fred Anderson and
Ms. Poesy helped me to realize that I cannot afford to mess up. I cannot afford to be
chasing around someone who I won’t see 10 years from now. My education will matter. I
probably cannot afford to spend all my energy being angry with someone for something
that is really all a misunderstanding. All these things my mother told me. As you know
most mothers can see things happen before they actually happen. My mother told me
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these things when they were just starting. Being hardheaded I did not listen and fell into
some of those traps.
I learned at Huber that everything in life is not going to be given to you. You have
to earn it. During the summer between my sophomore year and my junior year, my
stepfather and I were having some difficulties. It was kind of tough for me to adapt into
having a stepfather. It was always my mother and I from birth until the age of 12.1 do not
remember my father because I was 11 months when he died. It was always my mother
and I. My mother was always the head of the household. When it came time to pay the
bills, my mother always paid the bills. When it came time for me needing clothes on my
back, my mother always brought my clothes. When I needed food; it was always my
mother who provided for me. In a way my mother was the mother and the father. She
wore the pants in the household. I never saw my mother having to answer to anyone else.
My mom did not answer to someone as if he is her parent in the marriage. In the marriage
there has to be communication between a husband and a wife. It was hard for me to deal
with that. Moving to Chicago was a hard transition in my life. I had never seen my
mother get into an argument with another man or male. I never saw anyone that she was
dating. My mother did not date much. I was used to living with just my mother. I was
always around women. I had my grandfather, uncles, and cousins, but it was always my
mother, my grandmother and my aunts. It was always something like that.
At the age of 12 and 13 all of that changed. I was now living with my mother and
her husband who was my stepfather. There was now a second person in the household
who I had to answer. That was really hard for me because over those first twelve years, I
naturally clanged to my mother. It was just my mother and 1.1 became protective of my
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mother. My stepfather and I had a few fallouts. We even had fistfights. Anything you can
name we have gotten into it for little things and major things. It got to the point where
one of us had to go. I realized that there was nothing really wrong with their relationship.
He was really a good husband. He was really a good father to his daughter. I was not
looking for a father. I figured here I am 13 and by the time I got to high school 15, 16
years old. I was pretty much set in my ways. I am not going to change for nobody,
especially, someone who I really did not want to be my father. Things were kind of
th

bumpy with that. Between 8 grade and high school during that time my stepfather and
me were at the point were I hated my stepfather and I never let that out. I was full of
anger and anguish Because of all this, I moved back to the Millville.
I enrolled in Classical High School during my junior year. It was kind of tough. I
had lived in Millville for about eight years before I moved back; however, getting used to
the city all over again was not as easy as I thought. My grades were mediocre and the
school system was much different. Being around the students was a whole lot different.
They looked at me almost as if I was the big man on campus because I came from a large
city. Everybody called me Chicago. Adapting to a small city all over again was tough. It
was tough, but I was older. I was 17 by the time I moved back to Springfield. I realized
that I am going to have to make this adaptation and quick. It is time for me to grow up.
Through that school year, I did things that would help me benefit myself. I was not
looking for an education from school. I was looking for an education in life. I was trying
to figure out what I could get out of life and what I could give in life. I was not as
concentrated on my book studies as I should have been, but that is because I felt that I
had gotten to a point where I felt that I did not really need book studies to make it in life.
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I knew I needed a diploma and education. I felt that I was at a point in school where I had
to learn on my own. The things that I know and were going to learn, I had to learn on my
own. Through that school year, I basically tried to teach myself. The summer after my
junior year, I saw myself going to the library more. I saw myself searching for
knowledge. I wanted to learn. I had the urge to learn.
One of my pet peeves is when I see someone of another race who considers
themselves to be smarter than me just because of their race or that they come out of a
better school and I come out of an inner city school. Even at my job today, I tell people I
go to the high school of Classical. They would say, “Where is that?” “Isn’t that the school
in the city of Springfield?” They say things that are negative towards the school and I felt
that if I train myself to rise above and beyond those standards that are set on inner city
schools, I can give public schools a new name, a different look. People will have a
different outlook on public schools. They will have a different point of view on what goes
on in the public schools. I feel that the public school system is probably one of the best
systems that a child can come up through because of the different experiences that help
you prepare for life. There are some things that go on in public schools that deal nothing
with academics, however they help you deal with life. Once you graduate from high
school you are going to need more than academics to make it in life. Between
kindergarten and the end of my 11th grade year and throughout that summer it took a lot
for me to learn that. I have to change some of my ways where I can live by those
standards.
It was tough. My mother was always there for me. I could talk to my mother
about anything; however; I was not always the most comfortable talking to my mother
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about some things. A lot of times I saw my teachers. The only people I saw more than my
mother were my teachers. They knew me better than anyone. I would tell them about a
situation that I saw of that I witnessed and they would be appalled or they would not
believe what I heard or witnessed. It was hard for them to relate to solutions to those
problems. A lot of the things that I experienced I had to hold in. I had a lot of anger that I
held in. I had to hold in a lot of anger when I was dealing with my stepfather because
there was no one there for me to talk to.
In a way not having a male mentor has helped me now in life. I never had a father.
I had my grandfather, uncles, and cousins. I could look up to them, however, when I
moved to Chicago, the only family that I had there was my mother. There were no other
men there. There was no male influence in my life. I was not looking for a father/son
relationship with my stepfather. In a way it made me independent. If I had a problem, I
either dealt with it by myself or I learned to brush things off. One thing I never wanted to
be is a burden on my mother. I tried to avoid coming to her with problems. She would
find out later on and ask me why didn’t you tell me. In a way not having a male mentor
helped me, but I feel that if I had a male mentor, I could have avoided some of the
mistakes that I did make. It really helped me to become dependent on myself.
Teachers teach to their lesson plans. They can only teach so much in a day. You
have students who are going to act up in class. There are some things that are going to
take away from your learning in class. There are some things that the teachers do not
plain and simply teach you. There are things that the teachers keep away from you. I
found myself getting a dictionary every day and I was taking three or four words out of
the dictionary and studying them for four weeks or so. I would use them in sentences. If I
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did not go to the library, my mother had a magazine called Black enterprise coming to
my house. I was reading about the different Black entrepreneurs in the world today that
no one talks about. I did not know African Americans invented the stoplights and
mailboxes until I got to high school. It is kind of embarrassing to say but if I only knew
what I was taught by teachers, I would be ignorant right now. I would be so far behind in
life if I only knew what someone else in the school system taught me. I am not trying to
take away from the teachers in the school system because there are teachers who go
beyond their duty. However, they can only do so much. My mother told me the more you
teach yourself the smarter you will get. I started to read more and search for knowledge. I
see Denzel Washington playing a lawyer and I want to be like him. I want to be that male
that when people see me, they immediately approach me with respect because of the way
I carry myself and the way I present myself without even speaking a word. My mother
always told me that one of the most dangerous things in the world is an educated,
intelligent Black man. Because once you have your diploma, education and knowledge
that is three things that they cannot take from you and they cannot give them to you. You
have to earn knowledge, You have to earn your diploma, and you have to earn your
education. Your education may be free but you have to work for it. Once you get it they
cannot take it away from you.
Race has not only influenced my life but I can speak on behalf of all of my
classmates, Black and non-Black. Race has affected our lives from kindergarten up until
now. There is always something even in math class, English classes. There is always
something that is going to come up where you have that separation. In you look in the
classrooms most of the minority students sit in the back or in the corners of classes. Most
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of the Caucasian students sit in the front of the classes. Teachers will come in and
immediately have stereotypes based on the way we dress, based on the way we look,
based on the way we present ourselves. I want someone to respect me and have a high
level of respect for me as soon as they see me. As soon as I walk into the door I want
someone to look and say that is a person that carries himself with respect. The first time a
teacher sees you they immediately have there own personal thoughts about you and a lot
of their thoughts come from what the stereotypes they have on our race. The teachers see
me if I walk in their classes. I can be a straight A student. If I walk into a class with
baggy pants, a hoody, and a doo rag on my head, the teachers will not treat me the same
way that they will treat a Caucasian students who walks in wearing those same baggy
pants and hoody. I am repeatedly stopped and looked over by teachers who think I am up
to no good. The White students are left alone. That is just how it is in school. I see it
every day, especially at the high school of Classical. It is tough to deal with these
teachers. I feel that no matter how I dress, how I look, or my skin color, I should
automatically be put on the same level as another student who is working to the same
potential that I am no matter what or race. I think that teachers should teach color blindly.
I had friends who in a way motivated me because I look at them. I did not always
work to my full potential. I slacked off in a way. Therefore, I looked at peers who never
slacked off, never were laid back and I would be just as smart as them. However, if you
put our report cards next to each other, someone would think differently. I had peers who
were not working to their fullest potential and were in the same category as me. These
peers were not planning on ever working up to their full potential. In a way I felt sorry for
them and I still have peers like that now. I feel sorry for them because there is no one
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there to motivate them, move them along. I can do so much to motivate them. There is no
one at home who can give them that extra push that they need. For example this MCAS
standardized test that we have to take to graduate. As I was taking the math section of the
test, I can say that I saw about five students just get up and quit. That hurt me. I was not
one of the students that walked out and quit but it hurt me to see especially African
Americans get up and give up because the test was too difficult for them. I am the type of
person that wants everyone with the potential to succeed in life and everyone has the
potential to succeed. I think that some things that go on in the school system are not set
up to be beneficial to minority students. In certain suburban schools it is school policy
that students cannot wear hoody or hood sweatshirts? Why don’t they want you to have
this certain look when you come into their schools? When you turn your TV on, who do
you see wearing hoodys, mostly rappers who are African Americans? The majority of
people with hoodies on are African American who have a certain hip-hop look or urban
look and here it is they do not want this in their schools. The teachers do not want you
bringing that style of dress, that lifestyle. They do not want you bringing that to their
schools. The way they did the MCAS there is a question where they ask you about a
teacup and they might ask you a question about how you might use a teacup and here you
have some African American students who use jelly jars for glasses. If you ask a
Caucasian student, you take a jelly jar to a Caucasian household, you drink out it and they
will look at you much differently than if you come into my house or someone else’s
house no matter what class and you drink out a jelly jar.
You have schools in the suburbs like Springmeadow where the majority of their
students are Caucasian; however; they adore and exalt the African American students that
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are there because they are athletes. It is the same thing at Tech. You do not have to take
the MCAS test at private schools, yet they still get a Massachusetts state diploma like we
do in public schools. Why shouldn’t they have to take the MCAS test? To me, it is like a
sorting out process. How many African American families can afford a $5000 tuition for
their high school students and then send them off to college afterwards. In a way it is like
segregation all over again.
When I wasn’t working up to my full potential, I was being lazy. I was doing just
enough to get buy. I was doing just mediocre work. In a way my conscience was eating
away at me because I knew that I could do better. My family knew I could do better. The
one thing that really made me change that was when in my junior year and I was getting
Cs and a b here and maybe an A or two. It really hit me was when a White teacher asked
a White student “what college do you plan to attend?” The same teacher asked me, “Do
you plan to go to college?” It was as if the teacher was saying to me, "do you plan on
doing anything in life besides being a high school student"? I was not failing any classes.
I was not getting Ds or Fs on my report card, but what really ate me up inside was the
fact that the teacher asked me do I plan to go to college. My mind had never been set on
anywhere other than college. I never wanted anyone to look down on me. This was a
prime example of someone looking down upon me. In a way I could not blame the
teacher because I set myself up for that. I did not show that I had the intelligence where if
I would have worked to my full potential from my freshman year to my senior year. I
could be getting acceptance letters from good schools like Harvard, Yale, Princeton or
good Black schools like Howard or Clark University. I felt like just an average student. I
felt like someone that teachers just push along to get through the system. I had to change
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that whole perspective. I had to learn to grow up between my junior year and senior year.
I had to learn to become a mature young adult. I had to learn how to set myself up for the
future. I had to realize that every decision I make now would affect the future.
Coming into my 12th grade year, I had a totally different attitude. I had a much
better mature, adult attitude than I did in my freshman through junior years. I realized
that it is life after 12th grade. After 12th grade there is college, there is your bachelors,
masters, doctorate, however far you want to go with it. There is not going to be another
year of high school. After college there is life. You either work, stay home with your
mother or you can go to school to do something to better yourself. After high school you
can either better yourself or let yourself worsen. I always had my mind set on going to
college or bettering myself. Coming into my senior year I wanted to become a corporate
lawyer. I enjoyed working with youth more than anything. I even volunteered as a
th

basketball coach throughout my 12 year. I had my mind set on becoming a corporate
lawyer and making a lot of money. People are going to respect me because I am Attorney
Anderson. During the month of October I was elected class vice-president of my senior
class. I was one of two students appointed to the school centered decision-making team.
Students would come to me for answers to their concerns. It made me feel good that they
looked up to me as a person who had respect with the administration.
In the 12th grade I grew up. I was back on the honor roll. I was nominated for
who’s who in American high school athletics. I was also nominated for who’s who in
American academic program. I realized that I had to prepare for life. It was time for me
to start thinking about my career choices. I was set on law. I took all these classes to
prepare myself for a career in law. As I got midway through my senior year, I realized
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that I really don’t want to be a lawyer because of the job aspects I only wanted to be a
lawyer because of the paycheck and the prestige. My mother was a teacher before she left
Springfield and I see so many of these students who would have been on a different path
in life if it wasn’t for my mother’s role in helping them make the right decisions in life.
My main goal is to help make a difference in someone’s life. I look at teachers who can
care less about whether a student learns in these public school systems. Then I have a
teacher who is in school from 7:00 to sometimes 5:00.1 know one teacher who is in
school for 12 hours a day sometimes. It is all to benefit students. This same teacher got an
offer to become a principal and decline it because they wanted to work one on one with
the students. The students respect him so much for that. I never had anyone in the school
system that was really there to mentor me or help guide me through life. I feel that I can
help benefit a classroom of students each year through teaching I can help change some
lives regardless of what the pay is. I plan to get my certification as a teacher in the city of
Chicago. I am looking forward to getting my certification and working with inner-city
schools in the Chicago area. If it weren’t for teachers where would society be? Some star
athlete seems to be more important than teachers are in society. These are the same
teachers who taught Gwendolyn Brooks how to write.
I was never a problem child. If you look at my high school records you will see
that I got one detention in all four years of high school. My administrators really did not
know me. They did not know me at all until this year. There are some teachers who feel
that there is no hope for me at all, but I am not the only student they feel that way
towards. It is just that the teachers have a stereotype in their eye where there is only one
path of life for African American males or African American students. I worked to prove
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them wrong. However this year has drawn me closer to the administrators. You see some
students who think I am a teacher’s pet. They say it jokingly because I walk through the
hallways and I see my principal or vice-principal and I will hold a conversation with
them about a meeting we were previously at the night before on decisions we made for
the school. Students look up to me for that. I really like that. Someone on my same level
of life who looks up to me really makes me feel good. You rarely find a student who will
honestly tell you I really admire you for the work you are doing around the school. I
really admire you for how you work to improve the things within the school.
I look at education as one of the most important parts of our lives because I see
commercials on TV that say high school dropouts make 42% less than a student with a
college diploma. If I were just as smart as a person with a bachelor’s degree is and I only
have a high school diploma then I would look at myself as wasted potential and talent. I
have learned that education or being educated brings a better understanding of life. It
brings respect, and it helps you to get by in life better. Without an education life would be
so much harder. You need an education basically. You need some type of diploma to get
through life nowadays. The higher that diploma, the higher the level of education
completed. The more successful you will be in life. You see basketball players going
straight from high school and making millions. This is way more than someone who has
been in school for 20 years and has a doctorate degree.
I never looked at education as the harder you work when the education is being
provided to you the better quality your diploma will be. You have students who can
graduate with straight Ds. That is considered passing nowadays. Then you have those
students who graduate with straight as. The quality of the education received with straight
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As seems to have better value than the quality of education of a person graduating with a
D average. I begin to realize that. Once I get that education, you cannot take that away
from me. Once I walk across that stage and receive a diploma no matter how many times
I do it there is no turning around and walking back.
I plan to enter a four-year institute next year that is ranked in the top 20
educational programs in this country. I plan on doing four years and then move on to my
master’s degree. I want to get a doctorate in world history or African American history. I
plan to go into a school system in a public school. I want to be in an educational field
where I am most effective. I may eventually consider moving into an administration field.
I want to be a school superintendent or school CEO somewhere down the line. Our
school superintendent that we have now is in my eyes not the greatest. I feel that if he
wants to be a superintendent he should go to the suburban schools where he can support
his own as he is doing right now. He is a strong supporter of this MCAS program. He is
one of the people who are denying the students in their appeals to graduate. I want to be a
strong African American male influence in the public school systems, but also someone
that you have to seek answers. I want to be the one who improves a school system where
it benefits all students where the playing field is level for all students.
I am a laid back senior. I am an African American male who is working, building
this foundation. I am building a stable firm foundation for my future. I am building a
foundation that cannot be shaken, cannot be knocked down. I can build on that
foundation anything that I want. I can be as creative as I want to be. The harder I work on
building this foundation for the future will better benefit me more than anything else I do.
I look at myself as one who enjoys life. I like to have fun, besides school. I go out with
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my friends. I cannot be strictly a book person. You have to also have fun. I am a sociable
intelligent African American young man who is building a foundation for the future.
Yerick’s Profile
I only lived in Millville for half my life. I was born in Upstate New York. I lived
in New York until I was eight years old then I moved to Millville. I am 18 years old now.
I went to a little pre-school and a little elementary school back in New York. All we did
when I was in New York was play around. When I first started school, I was doing well. I
then realized that I did not have to do well. I could just put all the work aside. The
teachers put me in special education and I was like ok I will live with it. The teachers
helped me out and it was a lot easier. As I was going through school it was a lot easier
because I thought “let me get help this way and the teachers will help me my homework.”
All I had to do was ask the teacher a question and you will help me with my homework.
The teachers would basically do my homework for me. That is basically what I did most
of the time. I coasted through my early school years real easy then I came to Millville. I
carried the same thing over. I had made up my mind to try to change, but old habits die
hard. When I got into school in Millville I did the same exact thing.
I came to Millville in third grade and I went to Brightwood in the third grade,
Kensington in 4th and 5th, and Kiley in the 6th, 7th, and 8th grade. I have been in Tech since
the 9th grade. When I went to Brightwood I did the same exact thing. I would say to the
teacher, “Miss I do not know what I am doing, can you please help me?” I would sit back
and let the teacher do my work for me. I would sit there and adapt. Most people think that
kids are dumb. They are really not. I would just adapt and watch. I would know which
teachers I could sucker and which teachers would actually make me work. When I went
to Rebecca in 4th grade that was a little bit harder. They cracked down a little bit harder
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because they saw that I had actually applied myself when I started doing well. One year I
started doing well and everyone was saying, “He is not as dumb as we all thought. We
should not ease up so much and crack down a little bit harder.” When I got into middle
school, I tricked everyone again and went back to acting dumb and then in the 8th grade
everything started changing. I started to actually think that I like school. I was getting to
know all the people in my school. Everybody knew me and I liked going to school. I
would go to school, act crazy, come home, sleep and go back to school. I looked forward
to going to school. I got into high school and actually started bringing my grades up and
doing a lot better. I was playing football. When I was coming out of 8th grade and going
into high school, I started working at a community center. I started working with kids. I
have been working with the same kids since I started. I started working there when I was
14.1 guess the kids were about six and now many of them are about 10 or 11.1 get to
watch them as they get older and you get to see how they progress and you feel a sense of
accomplishment. Going to school I started to think I am doing all this other stuff, let me
apply myself and start acting like an adult. That is what I started doing. That is basically
it for my school career.
With my family I had two older brothers who lived in New York. They were
living with me for a while and then when I moved to Springfield my parents had
separated for a little while so my mom came our here for school. My dad had stayed in
New York with my two older brothers. I really did not want to come to Springfield. I
wanted to stay in New York, but my parents dragged me out here. They said schooling is
a lot better out here. I have yet to see that, but I have been living out here ever since. I do
not think I would be the same person I am now if I had stayed in New York. Now that I
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am out here it has changed me. I go to church and everything. I am director of the youth
choir at my church. Things have changed me a little bit here and there. I have grown up. I
see things. It seems as if every year in high school at least one person I know dies. It is
kind of creepy. It makes you think that you do not really know when you are going to die.
You just do what you have to do and not pay attention to what other people say. I am now
living with my mom. Both of my parents got back together. For a little while it was
affecting me in school because I was always wondering why aren’t my parents together.
They are still married and one lives out in New York and one lives in Springfield. I was
constantly traveling on the weekends back and forth from New York to Springfield. My
father would travel to Springfield and go back. It was just a conflict.
My mom was always at school so we never had anyone at home except the
babysitter. I thought I really don’t have to do anything in school so let me stop doing my
homework completely. It affected my grades because my mom was always at school until
like 12 or 1 in the morning. She was at school or at work. She needed to bring in money
some how to pay the babysitter and pay for food. It was like I could do whatever I want
because no one was around. I thought, “Let me just act the way I want to act.” I would go
to school not caring and sleep in class. I never really paid attention and then when my
father came out here, things changed a little bit, but it really didn’t because by then I have
everyone worked up to think that I am not going to do anything. The teachers did not pay
any attention to me until my mom made a fuss and everyone started saying, “If his mom
is making a fuss at least we know he can do something.”
The teachers would either crack down or give up. Eventually my mom would
come to the school and ask the teachers, “Why are you doing this and why are you doing
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that?” The teachers would tell her, “Your child is not doing anything.” My mom would
say, “You make me look like a fool. I go into the schools to help you out and it ends up
getting thrown in my face that you are not doing anything. I have to constantly hear this.”
I decided let me do something so if she comes to school my mom can actually say this is
what he has actually done. I wanted to help her out a little bit.
There were only three of my friends who went to Tech high school. Everyone else
went to other High schools. I did not really know anybody at Tech. I had to start all over.
I got to know everybody and the people that are closest to me are a select few. I mean I
know everybody, but there are only a select few that I actually let know me. You cannot
put your business out there because if you do your peers will try to throw it back into
your face or try to use it against you. You need to have those friends there for you, close
friends there for you regardless. When I hang out with my friends we just chill, have a
good time. We try not to think about the stresses. We try to do our thing and have fun. If
you think about your stresses, you will not have any fun. We let the stress slide and hang
out and have a good time.
I lived all over Millville. I lived on Spring Street. I also lived over by Hancock
Street. I live more towards Six Corners right now. I live in all sorts of places. It seemed
as if I would move from one house to another house right down the street. I think your
neighborhood is what makes you or breaks you, what makes you the person you are. I am
glad that I am living where I am living right now. No one really knows where I live, so I
don’t have people or everybody just coming to my house or stopping by. I can have my
peace and tranquility.
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Where I live it is weird because on one street everything is crazy and hectic. You
see trashcans thrown all over. People are outside until all times of the night bugging out,
just acting a fool. People drive by shooting. My street is off of that street, but my street is
completely different. It looks like an entirely different city. It is like downtown
Springfield and the suburbs. My street is quiet. There are no problems. It seems as if my
street has a barrier around it. You do not get that much noise over there. You can sit on
your porch and just relax. We have kids on our street, but they do not act up. They are not
running around doing all this other stuff. It is just real quiet. When I go outside that is
how it is, but most of the time I am inside or I don’t come home until like 11 or 12 at
night. I am out hanging with my friends. I usually do my homework at the center where I
am working with the kids or at school.
Once you get into high school you realize that all the stuff you did before was
acting a dumb fool. You cannot get away with it in high school. The teachers are not
there to baby you like they used to before high school. The second you get into college,
they are definitely not there to baby you. I went on the Black college tour and they are
definitely not there to baby you. In high school they have to help you a little, but some
teachers are like I don’t care. You need to get out of my class. You sit in the middle of
class and start talking and the teacher is trying to say something and you start getting
louder and louder. That is acting up. There is no reason to do that honestly. When you are
in elementary school, the teachers start talking and you try to talk over the teacher. It was
just acting up, acting a fool.
You can tell if a teacher does not care. If you are doing bad, a teacher who cares
will pull you aside and say this is what you are doing. You are not doing the greatest
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work. If you are doing bad they will call your parents up and let your parents know that
you are doing bad and that you need to make this up or you need to do that. When a
teacher who does not care you will find out you have an F on the day of your report card.
You were not doing anything but you thought you were doing well. The teacher is lets
you do you want. You get the grade that is on the report card. If the teacher cared if you
got the F on your report card you would at least know why. He is constantly at you. The
teacher is trying to help you. If you got the F it is entirely on you. If the teachers don’t
care, they are not giving you any help. When you get the F, you say, “Where did I get this
from?” You never told me I was doing this wrong. This is a teacher who does not care.
My mom was in school and I had a babysitter. What could a babysitter really do?
They cannot really lay their hands on you and if they ask you for your homework, you
can flash them anything and they will say ok. Or you tell them that you do not have any
homework. They are not going to call the school. You come home and do anything you
want to do. You see your mom once or twice; your father does not live with you. He lives
in New York. You sit there chilling, watching TV, playing video games, drawing, playing
with your toys. These are the things you do when you are younger. Having no one around
you do not have any consequences so no one finds out that you are not doing anything
that you need to be doing. You get away with it a lot easier.
The teacher would start off by saying you are not going to do anything and my
mom comes in to the school. My mom would come in and support me and say he is
having a problem. At times it was good for her to go in but at times it was not good for
her to go in. When I was acting up it was not a good time for her to go in. It was
obviously out of my hands. Teachers were not doing what they were paid to be doing. My
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mom would go in and she would straighten everything out. Parents actually have to apply
themselves to go in because not a lot of parents do that. The school will call some
students home and the parent will be like whatever and hang up the phone. Most parents
do not care about what their kids are doing so if you have a parent that actually cares and
goes in then most of the times the teachers will help you out because your parent went in
and other parents wont. They actually see that your parent cares and wants something
done for you. My mom would go in and play that superwoman type and she would just
help me out. My mom goes in and I would have a packet of papers to do, but if I got it
done, I could still pass. I would go home and my mom would have the work for me to do.
She would tell me to do the work and turn some of it in the next day. She helped me pass.
There were times where I made my mom look bad because I was telling her that I was
doing this or that work. Of course every mother wants to believe her child. When the
mother goes in and finds out that child is not doing what they need to be doing and they
are crushed. Your mom tries as hard as she can to help you succeed. All single parents
want to see their children succeed. My mom would play that superwoman act and go into
the school to help me out whenever I needed it. At times it made me feel good and at
times it made me feel bad. I asked my mom “Why did you go into the school? I was
dealing with it myself.” She would say, “Obviously you are not dealing with it yourself
because I had to go in and fix it for you.” My mom would shut me up. At times I was
happy that she went in and at time I wasn’t.
Some of my teachers have told me to dress for success. I went to their classes and
the teachers really did not pay me any mind. I would go to another class and fix myself
up and sit there. The teachers would look at you and think he looks like he is presentable
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and would give you the time of the day. Teachers will look at you funny if you go into
class wearing a wave cap on your head. You do not even have to wear your pants baggy.
Teachers tell you take your hat off and you keep it on. You keep your pants sagged down.
Most teachers will automatically think that if you are a Black student with your pant
sagged down, hat on, wearing certain colors then you are in a gang. They do not care. He
is just another kid on the street. I am not going to do anything with him. He is going to do
anything he wants regardless. If you go in there dressed a different way. The teachers will
look at you and think, “this child actually wants to learn. Let me give him a little bit more
time of the day, and try to work with him and see what he wants to do, but this other
child, if he is not going to do anything, I can work with these other students who want to
do something to help them out and leave this child to the side. I figured this was going to
happen to me. It made me not care. It makes you feel good when a teacher will try to help
you regardless of the way you are dressed, but with other teachers you just brush it off.
You do not really pay them much mind. This is how people are in general.
If you are failing you are stressed. You are going to get that report card and say I
failed. When you are hanging with your friends having a good time and if you think
about it your whole entire night is going to be messed up. For some other people they
might be having a kid. You real friends are always there to help you out. They always
help you out one way or another. If you have a confrontation on the street a real friend is
there for you regardless. If you get into an argument with your real friend you do not stop
talking to them. A few minutes later you are like my fault for doing that. I should not
have popped off at the hinges. If it is not your real friend and you pop off at the hinge two
minutes later you are going to be ready to fight that person.
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Not that we are getting older and if someone is in the parking lot just chilling,
your friends will be like, “well you should actually go to class” because your friends want
to see you succeed. If they are your friends, they want to see you succeed. They will say,
“You should be in class, what are you doing out here. You should be doing your work.”
Sometimes your peers say let’s go. Everybody doesn’t always feel like going to school.
You just hop into the car and hang out with your friends. Some of your friends will help
you out with your reports.
People always told me that you should get in a male mentoring program. I don’t
want to follow in someone else footsteps. People always tell me you are so stubborn. You
do not want any help. You do not ask for help. I don’t like help. I don’t want it. If you
offered it to me I am going to say no because I don’t want it. Even when I need it and I
know I need it I don’t want it so go ahead don’t even ask me. Having a mentor they try to
teach you right from wrong. They try to help you do this or that. You can try to help me
out but I am not going to let you help me out. I don’t want to be here. It makes no sense
to try to get me into a mentoring program.
When I was working at MILK a man named Darryl Moss used to help me out. He
always told me this is what you should be doing. If I were talking to a girl he would tell
me this is what you should say. This is how you should go do this. He would ask me
“Why are you messing up in school?” He is not your father with any family ties, but he
helps you out. This is a good role model. Good role models teach you right from wrong
in their own way. You end up doing the right thing.
Once I started doing my work teachers started saying you can do your work I am
not going to slack up on you. I got rid of that special education label. We are going to
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give him the work he is going to do the work or he is not going to do the work. I get good
grades when I apply myself. When I don’t apply myself my grades plummet. I eventually
made it better. I should have been doing it from the get go. I always end up doing it in the
fourth quarter. This is my process I do well the first marking period, slack off the second
and third and bust my behind the fourth marking period. I pull my grades up and pass for
the year. I’ll try a tiny bit and pull a D. I end up passing. That is my routine.
In high school everyone gets closer when someone passes away. Every year since
I have been in high school, someone passes away. At least one, two three people have
passed away. This year has been the most deaths. I know four people who have died from
random things like car accidents and in their sleep. For my peers and me it is difficult
being in the 12th grade. We are the first class that has to pass the MCAS state test to
graduate. We have to do our SATs to go to college and then we have to pass our final
exams. In our school they changed our schedule around. I wish I had another year to
adapt to all this stuff. It is crazy being in the 12th grade now. If you do not pass the
MCAS you do not graduate. It is a test for English and Math. You went to school for
twelve years. Some people just aren’t good at test and just because you mess up on this
one test you can’t graduate. There is something wrong about that. I have to work jobs on
the side. I have to put some money aside so we can go to college. I try to do everything so
that when we get into college it will be a lot easier. If you miss 13 days of school you
cannot graduate. They just started that this year too. They are throwing all this stuff at us.
It is becoming overwhelming for me. A lot of people this year are having a problem with
graduating because of all the stuff that has been happening.
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In Millville schools the minority is not the Blacks anymore. The Blacks are
actually the majority. Some teachers look at you different. You can tell which teachers
are racist. Racism isn’t gone. You can tell which teachers are racist. You can tell which
teachers aren’t. How can you tell? The teachers do not want to admit it but they act
/

different towards you. We constantly see that in school. Some White students are treated
better than Black students in school. It is just always something. Your school plays
favorites. If you are a favorite in school you don’t even have to do anything. You can
walk down the halls. You can tell a principal I am skipping and they wont even do
anything because you are a favorite. Teachers want to say no I do not have any favorite
students but they actually do. Deep down in their hearts they know they do because they
let them get away with everything. You can tell a teacher is racist by the way they act
towards you. Everybody has a little bit of racism in them regardless.
It may just be me or the way I perceive it. I may walk in the class late with a pass
and I catch slack or everything for it. But a White individual walks into the class late and
gives the teacher the pass. The teacher will not say anything to them. I think what is the
difference between him and me. I am getting better grades than him. You don’t say
anything to the White student but you say something to me. There is something wrong
about that. You don’t want to say anything cause you don’t want to believe it. You want
to think racism is dead but it is really not.
I think I am better off than I was before. I know things that I did not know before.
If I can go back now, I would correct a whole bunch of stuff. It is that 20/20 hindsight. I
know a lot. I mean everything is a whole lot better now. I know what I can get away with
and what I can do. I picked up certain things. I try to correct the mistakes I made. I will
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not do it again. I am still learning. I mean that stuff might slap me in the face, but I will
correct what I did wrong. If I messed up here I am never going to do that again. Only a
fool shoots himself in his foot. I think I learned a lot more. I have grown up. I have seen
things and I have been through things.
If I could change something in my life, I would have applied myself more. I
would have actually tried harder. I do find that some teachers when they know you do
well; they will actually help you out more. I do not know if I would have stopped
everything I was doing, but I would have fixed some of it. I would not have done much of
what I did. I would have gotten better grades. I need education even if I don’t want it. I
am tired of school. You need education for life in general. You can’t get a job now with
just a high school diploma. You can’t go to college without a high school diploma.
Graduating from the 12th grade is going to help me out so I can go to college. I will be
able to go and get a good job because I actually went to college.
I am most definitely going to college. I am going to major in political science. I
am going to go on to law school. It is something I like. You make good money on it if
you get the right job. I do not want to do physical labor. It is not easy. I am a fun loving
man who loves life. I am cheerful. I love to have fun. I am athletic. I love to play sports. I
love to be busy.
Yannick’s Profile
I remember in kindergarten, I used to go to Middlesex Street School. I walked in
the courtyard with my pants rolled up and everyone started laughing at me. Middle Street
school was a pretty good school for me. I had a lot of fun. I used to dance and participate
in class events. It was pretty good. After that I went to Dryden. I like Dryden. It was a
pretty good school. I had my ups and downs and everything. I used to get into a lot of
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fights. My cousin and I went to Dryden. If one of us got into a fight we would all just
jump in to help. I remember one time in 5th grade I got my first detention because I was
about to fight this kid. He was acting stupid trying to cut everybody in line. I also
remember this teacher. I forgot her name, but she is a 5,h grade teacher. She would play
this little game where she would throw the ball at you and you would have to catch it and
if you did not catch it you would have to sit down. You have to return the ball to her. I
used to be in chapter 1 when I was in elementary school. My mom fought for me. She
used to take me to speech therapy because I have a stuttering problem.
The down parts in elementary school were when other kids picked on you and
when you are fighting all the time. I was in and out of the principal’s office. There were a
lot of things going on at home. It was rough for me. I used to get made fun of because of
my speech impediment. A lot of people used to crack on me about that.
I remember once when we were on the bus and this big Jamaican girl was hitting
my sister. My cousins and I just jumped on the girl hitting my sister. A lot of my fighting
was due to built up anger. When I was little I used to have a very bad temper. It was a
whole bunch of built up anger that was in me. I would be just fighting and fighting in
elementary school.
I let a lot of stuff build up inside of me. It could be stuff that was going on at
home. It could be stuff from school and being constantly picked on. The teachers did not
seem to care about my problems. The anger comes from a variety of things. There is no
specific source. It is a whole bunch of things compiled.
Fighting was kind of bad because you got a butt whooping. It is not good because
you are hurting someone else. It is not good because I am also hurting myself. I was
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having all that rage inside of me and I had no other way to vent besides fighting. I am
now doing a whole lot better.
The good parts in the elementary school were some teachers and my counselor. I
used to meet with my counselor Ms. Anderson. She is a good lady. I like her a lot. She
used to help me get some things off of my chest that I needed to get off. She would come
in and take me out of class. Whenever I needed help I knew she was there for me. I was
able to talk to her about a lot of issues I had back at elementary school. It wasn’t like she
was too busy and couldn’t see me. Her door was always open to me. She came to me with
open arms. She was there to understand and help me understand what I did wrong. It was
good. I appreciated her a lot. I wish I could see her and say thank you.
I connected with this teacher and she started working with me during her free
periods. She would tell me that I needed to do the work but she would help me to do well.
I actually started to better understand those math problems. I worked harder and got
better grades on my math quizzes.
*.L

I stayed back in 5 grade and I went to Bowler elementary school in East
Millville. I was there for about a year and then after I switched to Brookfield charter
school. Brookfield is located in Millville. It is a pretty good school, but it is supposed to
be a college prep school for students. They expect more out of us. As far as our MCAS
grades we score higher than public schools.
When I went to Brookfield in the 6th grade, I was made fun of because I had little
dorky glasses. I had a bowl haircut. It is not good to be made fun of especially when you
are a little kid. The other kids do not know better. People use to crack on me about my
lisp and my stuttering. I used to get cracked on real bad. It did not feel good.
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My friends used to crack on me and still do to this day. I use to hang around and
socialize with different groups. I got my first referral in 6th grade for standing up against
this kid, this bully. I stood up to him one day in class. We both got sent out of class.
Every since then he respected me. In 6th grade we were the out of control class. I
remember my friend used to jump out of the windows in rm. 105. He would hop back in.
We had this teacher named Ms. Perry. She was an excellent math teacher. I had As and
Bs in her class. There wasn’t anything memorable about being in 7th and 8th grade. High
school was kind of a change. Everyone is growing up. You hit the 9th grade and people
start to grow up a bit and mature. You try to see where you want to fit in. In 11th grade I
had my first suspension over this kid. He was trying to act big and tough in front of
everybody. We used to be cool and this and that. He just wants to show off because he
knew other kids would just talk junk. He wanted to throw a chest piece at my face and hit
me and act like I was not going to do anything about it. I did not get a chance to reach
him in time because the teacher jumped in the way to break it up. It was my first
suspension. Brookfield is an all right school.
We have some nice teachers at Brookfield. We have a lot of younger teachers
here. We feel that we are more connected to them. They give us a lot of chances even
though we have to take tests every week. They expect you to do higher. They expect you
to do a lot more. They prep you.
Throughout my life I was not really close to my father. Actually, I am trying to
establish a relationship with my father right now. He left in the elementary years. My
mom and he were not getting along and everything. He got kicked out. I was around four
when they separated. He has been in and out of my life. I used to just talk to him on the
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phone. I rarely see him. I am now trying to see him. You have the mother you love, but
you still need that father you love too. You need both sides of the picture.
I remember my father in the house and taking me to Brookings Park zoo. I
remember playing with the kites. I guess something happened between my parents and
they split apart. There was a whole bunch of arguing going on in the house. We moved
and my mom did not want him around anymore. He can call but he wasn’t allowed to
know where we lived. Within five years I probably saw my father seven times. That is
not good. You know when father’s day comes around you see all these kids be there with
there father. I only had my mom. I wished I could have that father connection so I can sit
here and talk to him about stuff. There is certain stuff I cannot talk to my mom about. I
cannot talk to my mom about men stuff and what is going on with puberty, sex, girls, and
relationships. There are only certain things that you can talk to your father about that you
cannot talk to a female or your mom. You don’t want to feel like you are disrespecting
your mom. Some of the stuff you keep to yourself, then after you try to look for that
father relationship with somebody else like your grandfather, godfather.
It affects me in the way like on Father’s day. Not being able to sit here and
wrestle with somebody other than your sister. I have to sit here and talk to my mom. It
affects me a lot because I can just get the female perspective. I also need someone to be
able to give me manly advice. There is some advice that my mom can’t give me. It is now
hard trying to establish a relationship with him. I am going to be in college in Atlanta and
he will be living in Millville.
I have a sister. My sister, my mom and I all grew up together. I have to sit and
watch over her and make sure she is out of trouble. I have to take care of my mom and
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everything. I help her a lot. I got my license as soon as I could so I can help my mom out
with driving. Actually I got my driving permit a month or two after I turned 16.1 got my
driver’s license that following summer. It will be two years in July.
During my school years, I have been involved in the community in different
ways. When I was in elementary school I was involved in the American Lung
Association. I was a student ambassador. I would take pictures with Miss Massachusetts
and we would go to different functions like the golf campaign and banquets. I got
involved in the credit union in my community in the inner city. I started off as a member
and then my mom got me involved as a clerk. I was first thinking, “I do not want to do
any volunteer work.” I want to stay outside and play with my friends. I would always get
calls to come into to work at the credit union. After years of training I knew the job in
and out. I was moved up to assistant treasury manager when I was 12 or 13.1 was finally
moved up to president of the youth credit union. We were the first youth credit union. We
traveled abroad and within the United States. My first trip was Seattle Washington. I
went to the Bahamas when I was 16. That was a very exciting trip. It was a trip that most
people dream about. It was like look at me at 16 and going to the Bahamas. Last year I
went to Jamaica. The credit union has helped me out a lot. I had the opportunity to meet a
lot of people. You also establish connections with a lot of people. I did an intern for two
summers at the Mayor’s office.
I played soccer in high school for four years. I played halfback and fullback. I
also was involved in a debate team, model congress, mock trial, chess club, urban dance,
and gospel choir. I grew up in high school. I was mature. I have always been respectful,
and quiet. I keep to myself sometimes. I wanted to fit in more so I tried to do what other
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people would do. I did not do the drugs or sex. It did not work. I started to get my respect
when I started acting like myself. I stopped trying to be like other people. I have friends
that I used to socialize a lot with, but then after that kind of dwindled. I started focusing
on a group of three, my two friends and me.
I received my first suspension in the 12th grade. This kid just came to the school
as a senior. We were cool. We sat together in our American Issue class. He started
picking on me and one day I just got mad at him and backhand slapped him in front of
everyone in class. The American issues teacher was not there. A week later another
student threw a chess piece in my face and knocked my glasses off my face. The teacher
was watching the whole time. I got up and was about to hit him, but the teacher came
between us. I did not swing because I did not want to hit the teacher. I knew I would have
been in worse trouble if I hit the teacher. All the girls like him and he thinks he is all that.
He is nothing to me.
Some teachers know that I have the academic ability to do things, but I decide not
to do it. I decided to sit there and say to myself, “I am a C student.” I remember I used to
get the As and the Bs. A lot of kids would say he is smart. They would copy my
homework. It hurts me now because a lot of the colleges I wanted to attend did not accept
me. I could not get into Morehouse. They sent me a rejection letter saying that you are
showing ability in other areas, but not enough motivation in academics. I am going to
attend a few remedial courses at Morehouse this summer. If I do well in my summer
courses, I can still be admitted to Morehouse.
It is kind of easy. You just do enough to pass. That is why I say I am just going to
do enough to pass. I will just get a C. It is easy to do that it you want. If you want to sit
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here and bust your behind it takes a lot more effort that I know I can do. That is how I
turned around some of my Algebra grades. I started getting 100s.
The teachers will tell little jokes using their terms or things you don’t understand.
They will bring up statistics about things, like oh you know minorities are this or that but
the original White man wouldn’t do this or they’re not that. Basically, the teachers are
putting us down. Some of us were not getting it. Some of us Black males were saying,
“Yeah that is true.” Sometimes the teachers talk about our communities or the drugs. I am
like White people do the same thing. They are the providers. If anything they are
probably doing it more than us but keep it on the DL. Some of the teachers are racist
inside. You wouldn’t think of it but you start to see it as you get to know them. This one
teacher would say the only people that live in the inner city are minorities. She called this
one Black kid a primate. I thought, “Wow why would she say something like that?” We
had some difficulties with this teacher.
I notice some White teachers will look at you like you are stupid and try to talk
you down and act like you are stupid. There is this one kid who is a Black male and they
will say things to put him on the spot or embarrass him in front of the class. Of course the
students think it is funny so they went along with it. Really the teacher is putting that
Black student down. If a White student says something, they can sit there and carry on a
whole conversation throughout class, giggle and laugh but once a minority says
something it is like, “Hey quiet down over there.” I think to myself, “Hey the White
students have been talking all year. You don’t say anything to them but you say
something to us.” It is kind of like what is up with that.
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The 12th grade year changed me. I am glad I am finally graduating. I am just so
happy. There were times when it seemed times were down or anything, shaky. At the
beginning of the 12th grade year, my mom had a nervous breakdown. She went into a
coma. It brought my grades down. I was playing soccer at the time. I was supposed to go
to college. I had decided I was going to superstress for As and Bs this year. It pulled my
motivation down. It was hard. Around January, I moved in with my godparents and they
helped me with my education and tutoring. They helped me pull up my grades. It helped
my mom and I to have some time apart so that way it won’t be so hard when I go to
college. This year I got suspended over some stupid stuff. This year has been kind of
crazy. My mom got into a car accident and things got worse. My grades dropped again. I
was doing poorly again because of some of the things that were going on. It is kind of
like a mix up. Things get to me, but I don’t know it gets to me because I don’t really
show my emotions. It is all inside. I keep it inside. It is not exposed.
I see me in the future being a multimillionaire, owning my own company oneday. I want to be able to go to college and see how money works and flows. I want to see
how money works before I own my business. I picture myself being a businessman
owning houses. I want to be able to buy a house for my mom. I want to help support her.
I am about to attend Morehouse College. I am going to strive to be the best I can. I am an
individual that is going to make it in the world.

Nick’s Profile
In preschool I went to Middlesex Street School. I was living with my mother on
Barrack Street. I went to kindergarten at Sacred Mary School. This is when my mother
died. I started living with my grandparents. Since she died I had an eating disorder. I am
not sure if you call it an eating disorder. My grandparents kept on feeding me and I got
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bigger. In first grade that is when I started to put on a lot of weight. That was really hard.
I was looking forward for her to be there all the time and she wasn’t. My grandparents
did not really know what to do. They knew what to do, but they did not know how to
react to it. They just started giving me whatever I wanted. That is not what they should
have done. It was kind of lonely living with my grandparents. My grandmother was over
protective. I really could not go out that much. I could not play with any friends. My only
childhood friends I was really close to were my two cousins. It was really kind of hard.
This is why I am probably so quiet to people right now. I do not talk that much at all. It
influenced my speech skills. In English class when we have to do oral presentations, I am
always the shy nervous one. I would just stay home a lot and watch TV. I never really
read that many books. This had a negative impact on me for English class because I have
to work so hard to turn in a decent paper. I struggle with English a lot.
From kindergarten to 8th grade I was in Sacred Mary School. From 1st grade to 3rd
grade I got picked on a lot. I got called all these kinds of names. I still never had trouble
getting along with people. In 4th grade I got my first D in science. I used to be on first
honors. When I was in 4th grade I really did not understand the subject that well. The
teacher we had did not explain it that well. A lot of kids were getting bad grades. That
really discouraged me when I got the D. I don’t know what happened. I just started not
really caring. She was a bad teacher because she was not doing her job. She just did not
know the material.
From 4th grade to 8th grade I slacked off a lot. This is why I got that D. I didn’t do
anything outside of school that much until I got to the 7th grade. This is when I started
playing football. Football really turned my whole life around. It was just a big turn
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around for me. I graduated from Sacred Mary in the 8th grade. We had a graduation
ceremony for the 8th grade. I could see that physically I was changing and mentally I felt
better about myself. I went to Our Lady of Hope High School. My freshman year I played
football. I did track in the springtime. My experience wasn’t bad. If I could redo it I
would.
At Our Lady of Hope there are not that many Black kids there. In my freshman
year there were maybe 10 Black kids out of the whole school. Most of the teachers were
easier on the Black kids. You had some teachers who you could tell did not really like the
Black kids. I had this math teacher. If I did not turn in my math homework the teacher
would always give me an extra day. Maybe she thought I did not understand it or
something. If it was a White student she was strict on them. I really wasn’t sure if she
was trying to be lenient on me because I was Black or because she thought I was a nice
kid. I saw it happening to some of my other Black friends too. I just started turning in the
work when I was supposed to. When other people were talking or disturbing the class, the
teachers would automatically look at me. I am a quiet person. I am thinking to myself
“All right.” The kids that were talking were White and I was the only Black guy in the
class. She would automatically think I was the one disturbing the class.
I found it hard to fit in during my freshman year. My sophomore year came and I
was getting used to the school. I made new friends. When my junior year came, my
grades really started to drop. This was during the 1st quarter. It was not really hard, but I
just was not putting in the work. The second and 3rd quarter came and I started doing
better. I was getting Bs and As. In the 4th quarter I started slacking off again. My grades
dropped again.
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I did not try that hard. I did enough just to pass. When it came to doing my
homework I did not really care that much. The homework that I did was just enough to
know the subject after that I would not do any other homework. I would just get good
grades on the test and that was it. My whole view on school changed. I really did not
care. I cared enough to keep going, but did not care enough to get good grades at that
time.
I started getting into shape. When you are in shape, kids do not pick on you that
much. I started to fit in more. High school is all about fitting in. I felt I had to lose weight
and be good at something. Once I got the positive attention from my peers I did better in
school. It is important to fit into a group where you have friends. You can just turn to
somebody when you are in school. When you are in high school you want a group that
you can turn to. You know that whatever happens you have people there for you. Positive
attention is actually having people come up and talk to you. You go to school and
knowing that you are doing to do well in something. I was playing football and that’s
really what I looked forward to about going to school. I looked forward to playing
football after school.
Sacred Mary was a Catholic School for minorities. It was mostly minorities. In
high school that changed. In Sacred Mary the minority was the majority. Some of my
peers gave me the impression that they did not care. Instead of going home and doing
their homework, they would go out and do whatever else they wanted to do. They would
plan on failing a test. They would say, “Yeah I am going to fail this, I did not study.”
There were also some of them that really made me think that if I worked as hard as them
that I could really get somewhere.
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When I went to Our Lady of Hope, I had a lot of friends that really wanted to do
something. They tried to work hard and everything. I would call them up and they were
working on something. They would tell me that they could not talk. If they wanted to go
out, they would stay home if they had work to do. Their work always came first. Most of
my teachers told me that they knew I was a smart kid and could do the work. They just
told me that I had to put the effort into it. That was the message I got.
I had a lot of fun in the 12th grade. Physically, I was where I wanted to be.
Mentally I thought I was where I wanted to be. It really did not turn out that way. I was
the popular kid in my senior year. That really did not help me out that much for my
grades. All the seniors and everybody were talking to me. Being popular I enjoyed myself
much more than all the other school years. My senior year I got my first girlfriend. That
kind of like brought me down a little bit too. It wasn’t her fault because she always tried
to make sure I did my work. My family was too involved. I don’t think my family was
too involved with me my senior year. I am not sure if it was they or I, but I was
independent because of my job. I felt I had to do a lot of stuff on my own.
When I came into the 12th year I thought I was going to do well. I felt like I was
going to put in the effort. Once I got that popularity thing going it did not work out like
that. I was more involved with friends instead of my schoolwork. I did not want it to
happen. It just happened. I look back at it now and think I should have did this
differently.
th

I had a couple of teachers who really helped me out through the 12 year. I had an
English teacher who really pushed me along. I struggled in English. She would make sure
that I did my work. If she would see me after school, she would pull me over and try to
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go over something with me. She would tell me what I am doing wrong in my writing. She
was a good influence on me. My religion teacher was like a counselor to me. Her and me
would just talk and I would tell her what I am struggling with or what is going on in my
life and she would just talk to me. My other teachers were just normal. I was glad that I
could go to a teacher and just talk to them on the same level. When you go to some
teachers that act like they are above you. You just cannot talk to them.
My uncle was a role model. He always wanted something in life. He is the only
family member that went to college and got his masters degree in accounting. He has
always gotten good grades and worked hard for what he has. My grandfather was a role
model too. He is also a hard worker. When I bring home something to do my
grandparents were not really there to help me. I had to do a lot of stuff on my own. If I
ever needed help I would turn to my cousin Lisa. That was pretty much it. I was pretty
much on my own when it came to my schoolwork.
I feel like everything I did in life was all me. I did this all on my own. It feels
good. Everything that involved schools and work was all me. All the sports I played and
work I had to do sometimes got in the way of my schoolwork. I still did what I had to do.
It makes me feel proud of myself. I am just glad I made it through it. I did not really have
anybody to be there for me when I needed help with my work and everything like that. I
did it on my own. I got through it. I just feel like I made it here because of my effort. My
mom was always the type to push somebody. I believe that if she were here she would
push me. She would make it so that I got those As all the time. I think that if she were
here I would have had an easier time getting through school, but because she wasn’t that
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is why I had such a hard time. I didn’t have anyone to push me as hard as she would
have.
I am going to major in accounting like my uncle. My long-term dream is to play
' in the NFL. I know that is a slim chance. I see myself as an accountant, CPA. Hopefully
married. I am a hard worker. I am someone who is determined to get what he wants. I am
still a slacker with my schoolwork. If I really want it then I know I am going to do it,
whatever it is.
Rick’s Profile
When I was born my parents were together, but they were not married. I was five
when they started to separate. They separated for good. They were getting into a lot of
fights, not fist fights. They could not take each other. They just broke up. It was my mom
and I up until about 8 years old. My friends kept me company. I had a friend Malcolm
who I knew since I was 6years old. We used to play all the time and do everything
together. We were always active in sports. I always tried to make a lot of friends because
I did not want to be alone. When I was about 8 years old, I started to gain a real good
relationship with my mom. It was just she and I. My stepfather came into my life at that
time. I really did not know him so you don’t really trust a person right away. He came
into the home. Once I was able to know him we were able to build a good relationship.
We were able to trust each other more. Around that time my friend Malcolm was moving
to Texas. I felt that I had gained something and lost something at the same time. My
friends who lived across the street also came into my life.
I really did not think that I needed a male role model. My mom and me had gotten
along so well that I thought I really do not need a male role model. When my stepfather
came into my life, I had someone to talk to about male issues or someone who could play
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basketball with me. He was able to teach me some things that my mom could not teach
me. He taught me mostly about sports. He really did not enforce school. He was more for
the athletic experience to help me better myself athletically.
I went to Hunt Elementary School. The first teacher I had was Ms. Cianici. She
was a discipline teacher. You need that at an early age to help you get disciplined so you
can focus. Unfortunately I did not focus. I moved on to Ms. Albright. Ms. Albright was a
laid back teacher. She was the type of teacher who would take the time to help you if you
asked for it. If you asked for that help she would take the time to help you. I was one of
those kids in math class were I was the slowest kid in class. She never even cared as long
as I got my problems done and most of my stuff was right.
All great teachers care. Teachers have different styles of teaching. Some teachers
can be really strict but they are good teachers. They care about the students. Some
teachers are nice and some teachers are mean but in the end all the good teachers are the
ones who have the same intentions and want you to do good.
My best friend Michael went to the same elementary school. He was getting good
grades like As and Bs. I was getting Bs to Cs. My mom would tell me Michael is getting
good grades. She would tell me to think about studying with Michael. He was kind of like
a role model in a way. He was getting the grades. You kind of want to be up to that level.
When I went to middle school there was one kid I was hanging out with named Joe. He
didn’t really do anything workwise and I hung out with him. I would still try to do my
work, but it was completely different. He wouldn’t want to do his work. I was able to see
both sides. I was able to see what Michael was doing and what Joe was doing. I am lazy,
but I can’t get too lazy because then I will wind up more like Joe and not going to school.
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Joe does not like going to school. I had to make sure that I did my work. It really did not
make me any lazier and Michael did not make me necessarily work hard. It seemed as if I
was right in between of what they were. Michael was always the smartest kid and Joe
was always the kid that didn’t care. I was an average kid. I was normal.
I really did not focus on school. I just always used to play around. I could not wait
for recess. I would never pay attention. I would just daydream. I had this bad habit of
daydreaming. I would think about other things in school. I would take notes but I would
just think about other things like what am I going to do during recess. In school I never
really focused. I never really focused in elementary school.
I always tried to do my best in school. I really did not like school. I felt that I
could do better things with the time that I had. All you want to do when you are a little
kid is just play around. You don’t really think about the things that are ahead of you.
Around the age of nine and ten my mom thought the relationship with my stepfather was
serious. We decided to move to another street. I did not see a lot of kids hanging out in
my neighborhood when I was younger. When I moved to Marsden Street there were
considerably more kids hanging out and doing things like freeze tag.
I lost touch with most of my friends, but my grandmother lived on the street. She
died in 1992.1 really became a lot closer to my cousin Jared. I used to fight with him a
lot. We used to always play each other in basketball. I used to pick on him a lot because I
did not have anyone else to mess around with. I was an only child and my sister went off
to college when she was 17.1 went to Kelly Middle School. This was my first middle
school. I really did not know anybody. I thought I really wanted to go to another middle
school. My parents did not want me to go to the other middle school. My parents wanted
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me to go to somewhere different and try to make new and more interesting friends rather
than what I had at Hunt School. All the neighborhood kids went to Hunt school. I pretty
much knew everyone in that area. My mom wanted me to expand my horizon and do
other things.
I went to Kelly Middle School. I felt that I was at the bottom of the food change. I
did not feel that I belonged there at all. It was a whole new environment for me. It
seemed like all the kids were more popular than I was. There were groups of kids. It
seemed everything was in groups. If you were popular you would be with a certain group
of people. If you weren’t popular you would be with certain people. I never really
conversed with a lot of people. I started to converse with people from different groups in
the 8th grade. I started to learn what they thought. This was around the time that I had my
first girlfriend. I had to stay back because my mother told me that she did not like the
grades that I was getting in Kelly 8th grade. She made me stay back and go to Deken
Middle School. I did not like that at all. I felt that I should be in high school. I thought it
was not fair. I tried to hide it from people the first two months of school. There was no
way you can hide it. I had to tell everybody that I stayed back. I think it was because I
had a girlfriend and I was trying to spend too much time with her. I just put other things
before my schoolwork. I should have put my schoolwork first. I really didn’t. It is just
having your priorities one above the other. When I stayed back it felt like the end of the
world. I had to start over again. It was painful because as soon as I made my friends they
were going in one direction and I was going in another direction. It was not necessarily a
better direction, but a completely different one. The majority of my friends went to
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different junior high and high schools. It seemed like when I got to the new schools that I
did not know anyone. It made me feel bad.
My first year at Deken was completely different from all the other years at Kelly.
I felt that I was the new kid. People were accepting me and I was cool with everybody. It
was a completely different environment. It felt that I was accepted automatically. I was a
little shaky at first going to a new school, but after that people liked me for me. They did
not care about social status or anything like that. I really did not have any friends outside
of school, but I did try to hang out with some of the people and do sports activities. I
always played sports. At Deken they had a basketball league. I was also in the Big Wheel
league. We won the championship that year. Most of my sports activities were centered
on basketball. Everybody was like you are tall. You really should be playing basketball. I
said, “Ok,” but it didn’t really seem natural to me. I still kept playing because I felt that I
could get a lot better.
I had my second girlfriend at the end of 8th grade. I did not really see her that
much when I went to high school. My parents picked out my high school. I wanted to go
to another high school in the city. I did not know anyone at my high school. It felt like I
was starting all over again. I really did not have that much trouble making friends. I am
not really the type of person that introduces myself. I am kind of shy. I am not shy about
conversation. I talk to people a lot. Actually a friend from Kelly middle school had been
there for one year. He was able to show me around a lot. I got to hang out with him, meet
all his friends and see what they were all about. They were all nice people. I just started
hanging out with them. I really was not involved in any kind of sports activities during
my freshman year. I was still with the King community center basketball team. My
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sophomore year I tried out for JV basketball and made that team. I actually tried out for
varsity and got cut and moved down to JV. I did not start the first year. My mom was
telling me that it was ok. You will start. Because of my grades I actually missed a couple
of games. I had to pull my grades up and then move on from there.
/

Most of the time I did not do a lot of homework. That was mv bisaest issue. I
would understand it and get the material down. \\~hen it came time to do homework that
was my biggest flaw. I really did not do a lot of homework. My mom would tell me to do
my homework. I really did not learn until junior year what the plan was that I wanted to
do to go to college and get a successful career. I did not think it was really that important.
My mom said. “If you do not pull your grades up people are not going to want you to go
to their college.”
My stepdad was the one who would tell me to do my homework. He really
wouldn't force it but my mom was so driven to tell me “Look boy you need to do your
homework, you need to do this. If you are not going to do it then there is not going to be
anything coming for you. You are not going to get into any good schools.” I would think
yeah mom I heard this before. I heard it like a 100 times. She just kept on trying to drill it
in my head. I would tune her out.
I was just lazy. I think I always had a habit of just being lazy. My mom always
told me that I was lazy and to get up. I watched a lot of TV and sometimes I would
procrastinate and would tell myself. I am going to do the homework now. Some TV show
would come on and I would say, “I will wait to do my homework.” Something else would
come on and I would tell my self that I would do it after that. I would hide my homework
so my mom would not get mad at me. If you went to my old house you would probably
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find the homework under some step. My mom asked me as soon as she got home, “Did
you do your homework?” I would tell her yes. I really did not do my homework at all.
Homework just kept on building for me. I did not do my homework and did not want to
do my homework. It was a problem that if I did not take care of soon would come back to
bite me. In my junior year I was like I need to get serious about it. I also tried out for the
varsity basketball team. I got cut and moved down to JV and that year I started every
game. I tried a new sport track. I thought track would be my advantage to be better at
basketball.
I never really kept that much in touch with my real father. We talked sometimes,
but not really a lot. It is still like off and on conversation even up until now. I talk to him
sometimes and sometimes I won’t talk to him. I always felt that if he did not make the
effort to try to call me and go out with me and try to do stuff then I really did not feel the
need to make the effort. I already had my male role model. My stepfather was always
there for me. He just always tried to help me with anything. My mom and stepfather got
married on Valentine’s Day. I was really happy about that because I thought that he was
the right person for her.
At my high school there are a lot of students who smoke and drink and still get
good grades. It was a wide range of people. I would go to parties and see all the students
who get good grades smoking and drinking. At the end of the week it is about what is
more important. I think that the kids that thought school was more important and that
partying was after or later got the good grades.
The 12th grade is different from all the years because this is the first year that I did
sports all three seasons. I stopped trying to make people happy with basketball and
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focused more on making myself happy and playing football. I found that football for me
came naturally. It was just so much easier to play. My stepdad told me that I have the
talent and look natural on the football field. I really started to get into football in the 9th
grade. I really wanted to help my mom. I wanted to help the family be successful. This
year I had so many friends. I look back to the 9th grade and now I talk to everyone.
Socially, I am more open to everybody. I talk to all different type of people, White, Black
Asian.
I had the pretty good grades, but I did not apply to my college when I should have
applied. My mom was worried that I would not go to college. We applied to different
schools and I was turned down from most of the schools. I did not hear from Alabama
A&M University. I was accepted to a community college. I tried to concentrate as much
as I could in school, but I was still getting Bs and Cs. I got Ds in chemistry. I just could
not understand chemistry. I started to stay after for extra help and started getting Bs and
Cs. I made sure I kept on the straight and narrow with my classes. I checked in with my
teachers to get updates on my status in the class. There was more urgency. Those grades
were important. I realized that I needed to do well to get into college. My mom kept
pushing me to step it up. I did the best that I could. The 3rd and 4lh quarter I started
pushing out As and Bs and a few Cs. I did not want to be the type of people that dropped
out of school without an education.
It seemed like by the middle of the year most people were being accepted to
college. I came home one day and my mom had a smile on her face. She handed me an
envelope from Alabama A&M University. I was accepted to the University. We got
everything done at that moment. In my senior year my mom and I really developed a
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conversation. We can talk about anything. We go out to eat and talk about whatever she
wants to talk about or whatever I want to talk about. She always loves to watch me play
football. She also lets me know that football is not priority #1. School is the most
important priority. It took me a while to know that, but I know it is going to be all right
now. I know school is the most important thing. For me going to the NFL will come
second after school. I am happy that I am not one of those people that will get stuck in
Millville. I did not see any problem with senior year except getting into college.
Education is so important. I want to major in art. I never understood why you
needed subjects like trigonometry. Looking back at my educational experience and all
things that were trying to teach you, I realize that something is going to come out good
for me in a lot of different ways. You need to apply yourself to make sure that you are
getting an education. You need to make sure that you are getting out of education what
you should be getting out of it. The change was that I really did not want to do it and I did
not think it was that important at all. But once it started to become real for me it was just
like I need to do this. I need to do that. It became a necessity. Education is a necessity if
you want to better yourself.
I will try to get into the NFL. I am interested to seeing what the competition is
like in college. I plan to major in Graphic Arts. I want to be an architect. It would be cool
to help design something. I can say I designed that. I see myself as a person that has come
a long way. I see myself as a person who thinks highly of himself. I am an upbeat person.
I try to help other people be successful. I go into everything with a positive attitude and
hope that people will know that you are going into things with a positive attitude and
maybe bring them up. I think of myself as positive person.
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Maury’s Profile
I am 17.1 was born in Millville, MA. I still live here. I went to numerous
elementary schools. I started kindergarten at Garner School. I went all the way up to 3rd
grade at Garner School. I then went to Rosa Parks’ elementary School. At that time Rosa
Parks had just opened. I got kicked out of Rosa Parks in the 4th grade and went back to
aL
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Garner for 5 grade. In the middle of 5 grade I was kicked out of school and had to go
to an alternative school. This is pretty much how my elementary school period was for
me. I got sent around to a bunch of different schools. It sucked going to different schools.
It was hard making friends. I had no real friends until I got into the 6th grade. I was
constantly up and going. Just when I started to get to know people, they would move me
somewhere else. I had to start all over again. I had to go through the same process of
getting respect. You finally go somewhere and establish respect for yourself and they
would take it all away by shipping you off to somewhere else. You have to work your
way up the chain again to try to get some respect.
I remember a lot of fights and just being angry with people during that time
period. I guess I was just young. I did not really have anyone around to tell me things.
My dad was not around to tell me what a good way to act was. I acted like what I saw on
TV or how I saw other kids acting. I was frustrated because people were not listening. No
one understood me. People were not taking the time to listen to what I had to say. I
thought maybe if I acted up and did violence like punch people around maybe they would
finally listen to me and what I had to say. There was a lot of stuff going on and people
think of you differently before they actually get to know you. They teachers judge a book
bv its cover. The teachers will look at you and say he must be this way before they even
talked to me. A lot of the teachers did this in school. It was mostly the teachers because
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they just did not respect you. The teachers treated you like an animal. The teachers
treated you like a dog. The teachers did not teach us. The teachers just showed us what to
do and told us to do it. They weren’t real teachers. They were more like instructors who
pointed and told you to do that. The teachers did not help you out. You were pretty much
on your own.
The teachers saw me as another Black kid who does not know anything. The
teachers probably thought I was not going to go far. The teachers just look at me and
wondered who is this kid and I doubt he can do anything. The teachers just treated me
dumb. I hated that.
Each school had a guidance counselor. They send you to the guidance counselor
for 25 minutes every 3 weeks and you do not do anything. When you go to the guidance
counselor they tell you to draw a picture or ask you how you are feeling today. I would
tell them ok and they would send me back to class. The guidance counselors do not really
do anything. The guidance counselors do not talk with you.
I was frustrated with my teachers. I was not frustrated from not getting my way.
The frustration and anger came from people not understanding me and misinterpreting
the person that I am. When someone calls you the complete opposite of what you are, you
do not want to be called that. You are going to try to set the record straight. If the
teachers did not want to listen, sometimes I would crack and snap. There was pretty much
nothing I could do about it. I need role models like Robby to show me the way and
handle situations. I did not have role models around so that is how I acted.
Some of the White teachers were always uncomfortable around me. They would
look away or pretend not to notice me in the hallways and in class. I could not get close
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to them like the White students in class. There was always a space between us that could
not be crossed.
It seemed as if the White kids got more love. The teachers paid more attention to
them. The teachers figured maybe these students will succeed and the Black kids won’t.
It seems as if they have more attention. I did not realize it until now but I remember being
in a math class and all the Black kids were in the back and all the White kids were in the
front. The teacher had seating plans. The teacher arranged it this way. I realize that all the
guys and girls I hang out with were all Black. We were all in the back. Now I think about
that and think that is not right. If only the teacher could see where I am at right now.
I think it is sad when teachers act in this way. They are just missing out. People
learn through other people. When you narrow down your perception of only a type of
people then you only learn certain things. This makes you narrow-minded. But if you
widen your perceptions to all types of people you learn all types of things. If you want to
be a smarter person, you should want to talk and mix and mingle with more types of
people. I make it my goal to talk to someone before I treat them a certain way. Teachers
need to do the same thing. It is always the people that you think are one way are usually
the complete opposite. Teachers need to be willing to learn. Before I judge anything I
want to be able to understand it.
I got accepted to a charter school called Brookfield. I have been going there ever
since 6th grade. It is a good school. When I first went there I really did not like it. That is
the school where I probably changed the most. I did not change at all in elementary.
When I went to Brookfield I really started to change because of the teachers there.
Some of the teachers at Brookfield were nice which I was not used to in my other
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schools. The teachers actually cared about your education and the education system. In
public school the teachers did not care at all. They could care less about the students. The
students in public schools treated me like a number. When I went to Brookfield the
teachers knew my name and welcomed me. The teachers understood where I was coming
from. You did not have to explain yourself. The teachers helped you right from the
beginning. This made me nicer and I was happier when I got to Brookfield. In the
beginning I was not happy because I had to wear a uniform and some of the rules were
whacked out. In the 9th grade I started to realize that Brookfield was a really good school.
I hated it up to then. I knew Brookfield was a good school, but I did not want to admit it
to myself or anyone else. I started to meet new people.
At first I wanted to leave Brookfield. I am just so used to being on the run. This is
why I wanted to leave Brookfield. I did not want to get too attached to people and then
get kicked out of the school. I did not want to leave Brookfield after I met some friends.
My mom was telling me this is the school that you are going to stay in until graduation.
In the 9th grade I changed my perception of school. I met my friend Kyle in the 6th grade.
He is like a brother. He is the only friend that has always been there. I have seen so many
people come and go, but Kyle is always there. He even switched schools and he is still
one of my tightest friends ever. It means a lot to have a friend like Kyle. It means that
someone understands where you are coming from. The thing about Kyle is that we are
almost the opposite of everything such as music, and different taste in things, but that is
what makes us so tight. The fact that we can understand where each other is coming from
and still be that tight makes us just better people. It gives us people skills. Kyle can see
past all my punk rock. I can see past his music. I know who he is. This helps me a lot.
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A good teacher is someone who will call your mom and tell her that you did not
turn in your homework. A bad teacher will tell you that you failed the test and walk
away. A good teacher will call your parents. They will stay on your back. When you are
in middle school you hate all the good teachers because they always get you in trouble.
You don’t want to get in trouble. I did not realize this until I stayed back. Then you
realize the good teachers really help you out. They really care about your education. They
want you to pass. They are not afraid to tell your parents that you are failing. You get in
trouble and your mom makes you stay in the house but you find yourself doing your
homework. A bad teacher will not say anything about it. You find yourself falling further
and further down.
You can tell when a teacher cares. In Brookfield some teachers will actually tell
you that they care. In my other schools the teachers did not dare to say they something
like that. You just knew the teachers cared because just little things they did. The teachers
helped you out. The teachers tutored you during lunch. The teachers stayed after school
to help you. The teachers were not getting paid for staying after school. I picked up on
this stuff. I thought these teachers really do care.
I think maybe this was when I started to grow up and realize it was just a good
school. In the 10th or 9th grade my mom met Robby. He started to be my role model. He
taught me how to be a man and take care of my own stuff. He taught me a lot of ways of
being mature in life. He taught me how to deal with things the right way. They eventually
got married. My mom had multiple boyfriends. Some of them were jerks and not cool.
My brother’s dad was a jerk. He hated me and treated me bad. He used to make fun of
me. My sister’s dad Brand was a cool guy. He was funny, but he was not a father figure.

166

He was more like some dude. When Robby came along he was a father figure. He did
everything right. He knew what to do. He treated us as if we were his kids. The other
guys did not treat us like we were their kids. My younger brother’s father treated him like
a son, but he did not treat me like a son. Robby is the only guy who I feel could really be
my dad. I don’t even think my real dad could be my dad. Robby fills the shoes. He is
good.
There are different types of role models. There are movie stars and personal role
models. I do not idolize anyone but I have people who I admire because they do good
things. They inspire me to do certain things. My role mode is Robby. He shows me what
is right. This is the perfect role model. If you don’t have a male role model then you don’t
have anyone to tell you what is good and bad. You can’t have anyone around who can tell
you what they went through when they were younger. When you have a male role model
that has been through all that they can coach you. Robby does not tell me that this is what
I have to do. He tells me this is what he does to make it better. I look at him and see him
married to my mom with good kids.
My mom always told me to stay in school. She was always getting me to do
better. I feel that I am doing better. My uncle is always asking me how I am doing and
getting ready for college. My family is definitely pushing me for the better as far as
education. This is what I love about my family. I know other kids say, “My mom does
not care if I drop out.” I think that is not cool. My mom would probably kick me out the
house or send me somewhere if I even thought about dropping out. I want to do better. 1
want to make so much money that I can just buy everyone in my family multiple cars and
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houses. I just don’t want anyone in my family to live a hard life. I want to go to college
and then make lots of money for my family.
The communities I lived in have not influenced me for the good. The
communities I lived in had a lot of run down places. They are just bad. Some of the kids
that I used to hang out with have been shot down. I try to stay away from my
neighborhood through friends in school because there is a lot of bad stuff going on in my
neighborhood. I do not want to be involved with the bad stuff. I think why bother taking
that route when I can take an easier safer way out.
When a kid is doing bad things he is selling drugs and beating on people. He puts
his family name down. He does things that would not make his mother happy. He is
stealing and robbing stores. I knew kids when I was in 8th and 9th grade that would steal
bikes. I would think that was stupid. I did not want to be any part of that. Good kids just
chill. We are musicians. We play music. We do not do anything bad. Bad kids do stupid
stuff that does not help them out. When you rob a store it is not helping you out. When I
sit down with my guitar it helps me out because this is what I want to do with my life.
My bother and sister influence me to do better because my mom would tell my
younger brother is going to do what I do. I did not see it, but now I am starting to see
everything. I guess I am getting older and see him doing things that I did when I was his
age. I want him to have two role models, Robby and me. I have to make my game a lot
better because I realize that I have people watching me now. When you have little
brothers and sisters around you have to do everything right. You have to respect your
mother. You do not want them to do badly.
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In middle school my peers were a negative impact on my education. It was just
about being bad and having fun in school. In high school it got more competitive, but in a
good way. The kind of competition that helps you progress in your studies. My friend
Kyle and I would discuss our test results. He would say, “I got a 90,1 would say I got an
80.” We would say, “Oh really then we will have to see about that on the next test.” We
would go at it trying to get better grades. It would be fun. This is how it is in high school.
My friends impacted my education for the good. Back in elementary school and early
middle school it was just about having fun. We did goofy stuff. We would throw papers
in class. We would run around in class while the teacher was at the board. We would pick
on each other. We were playing around.
When I was younger I could see how being a Black male affected how I was
treated differently. During High school you can see it when you get new teachers. Just
because you are Black, teachers do not understand you. They just think of you in a certain
way. We have meetings in my school because I am on the student council. We had a
meeting and the visitors walk into the room. They were guys from Egypt and London.
These guys are from all parts of the globe. They wear suits. They see everyone at the
table. They see a bunch of White kids and then they see me. They look at me as if to say
“Are you in the right room” Then when they hear what I have to say they realize that
there is more substance to what I have to say compared to what other people have to say.
I think being Black does affect me a lot because people have this stereotype of how Black
people should look and act. I was initially not taken seriously by the teachers and council
advisors. They would overlook my suggestions. I would sometimes were a suit and tie to
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meetings. The other White students who were in jeans and T-shirts still had more
attention from the teachers. I never wore a suit or tie again to the meetings.
Being in the 12th grade means that I have a lot ahead of me. It feels like I have a
lot of weight on my shoulders. I have to worry about what I am going to do when I
graduate. First, I have to graduate. It is a lot of stuff to worry about. It is probably the
toughest year in school. You have to apply to colleges. You have deadlines. The 12th
grade is all about deadlines. There is a deadline every day. Everything is under the gun.
You have to be quick and stay on your feet. I guess it is getting you ready for college life
and the life when you graduate.
I feel like a big bad 12th grader. I am going to be out of here. You get a little bit
more power. The teachers respect you more. The teachers treat you more like adults
because you are in 12th grade. You feel a bit better as far as the teachers. You know it is
all going to be over. It feels good in school. I like going to school every day. It is a lot
easier.
I think my peers feel the same way. We are in 12th grade. We are going to be done
with school. What are we going to do? We are going to have to go to work. We are going
to have to go to college. It is just a weird experience because in 12th grade you see people
acting different than how they normally act. You start to see a lot of people starting to
mature more and buckle down more. My peers realize that they cannot play around
anymore. They are starting to realize what they have ahead of them so they Figure they
can goof off in 9th, 10th and 11th grade. In 12th grade they have to buckle down so they can
get used to being responsible. They know when they graduate they are going to be on
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their own. You cannot be a goofy little kid like you were before. You have to turn
yourself into a young adult. In K-l 1 there was not as much pressure.
The first day of being a senior I realized I really have to start to think more. I have
to be more focused now. Everything I do this year is going to possibly affect how I am
for the rest of my life. If I miss a deadline or a college visits I can be missing out on the
opportunity of my life. You have to be more focused and on your toes. In the 11th grade
you figure I will worry about all that stuff when I am in the 12th grade. In the 9th and 10th
grade you figure I will worry about that stuff when I am in the 11th grade. It is just the
same thing each year. Finally you get to the 12th grade and you realize that you are here
and now what should you do. It is the shortest year of all my school years, but it is going
to feel like the longest year. Everyone says it is going to fly by, but it feels slow. I want it
to last. I want to remember this year. I have been very busy this year. I have not been able
to see everyone in my family a lot. I think everyone in my family is going to be real
happy when I graduate. Not too many people in my family make it out. I want to make
everyone proud of me.
When I was not motivated I did not care. I could care less about anything, myself,
school. It did not matter what. I just did not care. No one else around me cared so I
figured why did I have to care. I am not going to be the only one around here stressing
over a certain thing when no one else is. Then when people started to care I started to
care more. I was like he cares about me so maybe I should start to care about him and
other things he cares for. He cares about my education and me. I care about him and for a
favor I am going to do better in my education. I started to get rewarded more. I had more
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responsibilities and respect. I started to give respect and started to get respect. It just felt
better.
I came to know who I am today through the experiences that I had. I look back at
where I was and look now where I am. There is a huge difference. Sometimes I sit back
and think, “Man, I went from getting kicked out and going to alternative schools
downtown where they had metal detectors in every room and cops as teachers, to going
into school and having teachers know my name and getting sent on full paid school trips
to Minnesota.” I go to brunch on Saturday morning with the owners of my school. I think
“huge change.” If I went back and spoke to any of those teachers I was with in
elementary, they would see a whole different person. They would say, “Who is this kid? I
never had this kid.” Maybe I would get my respect from teachers now. I would go around
and get my respect. No one would care.
It means a lot. Being more educated than where I was helped me to understand
more that there is a chance for everyone. I just have to work. Nothing is brought to you.
Some people believed in me and they pushed me to work even harder. My mom, Robby,
a few teachers, and a couple of my friends they just keep talking good of me. This
support helps to push you in the right direction. I think, “I cannot let these people down.
They are going around telling everyone that I have been doing well. I have to do well. I
have to do even better for them so they have more stuff to tell.” This support just pushes
you.
I plan to go to college and get my masters in music. Music is what brings people
together. I am an open-minded person. I want to take on anything. I have been through so
much. I feel that I care a lot more and I have a better work ethic. I am just a better person
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than how I used to be. That bad person that I described to you used to be me at one time.
I think I am a completely different person than the way I used to be. People I met in
middle school would vouch for that. People I went to middle school with are in rehab. I
think if I continued on that path I would have been there too. I am glad that I decided to
do better for myself. I had people who helped me out, but it all fell on me whether or not
I wanted to do it. I can have all the goodness around me, but if I do not want to do well I
am not going to end up doing good. I wanted to do better for myself. It makes me feel
better. Going to school is not the hard way out it is the easy way out. In the end when you
are old you can sit and chill. It will be taken care of because you worked hard.
Nelson’s Profile
We lived down near Longhill Street. I was going to Princeton Ave School. This is
where I started kindergarten. The kid from upstairs used to bring me to school every day.
My mom brought me the first day. I was trying to meet new friends. I was sad because
my mom left me. I ended up meeting a friend in breakfast. We ended up being friends for
the whole year. In 1st grade I was going to Princeton Ave. I went there until the 4th grade.
My mom and father split up. I did not see my dad from about age 7 to 12 years old. I did
not see him for a long period of time. I was living with my mom. We moved across the
street and at least we stayed in the same place. We stayed there until I was in the 4th
grade. We had to move. We moved in with my grandmother and I finished the 4th grade
year living with a friend. I stayed at his house for a little bit of time. We lived with my
grandmother until my mom was able to find an apartment. My mom was having a rough
time. She was not working at that point. We were at my grandmother’s house for the
whole summer.
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We found a house over on Bristol Street. My sister, mom, and I moved into the
house. I was enrolled in Middlesex Street School. I had to meet new friends. The people
upstairs had 9 kids so it was easy to make friends there. I always had trouble with speech
and English. I always got help in those areas. Middlesex Street School was the last time I
got the tutoring in those areas. I used to do well, but I was not the best student in class. I
used to try to be a clown sometimes. I was like that in the 5th grade. I met a few friends. It
was good in the 5th grade. We still lived on Bristol Street. My mom and sister got into an
argument. My sister ended up moving out. My sister and I were really tight together. It
was hard for her to move out. She used to take care of me when my mom would work.
She ended up moving out and I stayed there. My cousin moved in with us. I always had
my cousin moving in and out of our houses. My cousins had problems. We always had
family staying with us. I got accepted into Brookfield in the 6th grade. I met my friend
Alan at that time. Brookfield was a hard school for me. The work was real hard and they
expected a lot of work from the students. I did ok in the 6th grade. Housewise my mom
was working nights. I was sometimes staying alone at home or I would stay upstairs with
a friend. It was hard not seeing my mom. I would not see her that much. I was always
with my friend. I passed 6th grade and moved to the 7th grade.
In the 7th grade you start maturing and going though puberty. You start talking to
girls at that moment. The 7th grade was a real tough year for me because people were
robbing our house. It was probably one of our family members. My mom thought it was
one of my cousins. We were getting robbed and I was not staying there that much. My
mom was working nights and she would have me stay upstairs with somebody. It was
kind of rough at that moment. In the middle of my 7th grade year we had a fire in my
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house. Someone set fire to one of the bedrooms. We had to move out of that house. In the
7th grade I was moving around. In the 7th grade we moved in with my sister. We stayed
there for half of the school year. My mom was also having problems with her boyfriend.
It was rough. I was not going to school that much. I was staying home. They did not want
me going to school. They thought that somebody might try to take me. I was scared at
that moment. I was in 7th grade and not that old. I did not know exactly what was going
on at that time. They did not want to tell me the whole story. I was scared to go outside.
My mom was not working at the time. She got hurt at work. My mom used to go
out every night. I never knew why until I got into high school. There were also bad things
going on in my sister’s house. I was not going to school that much. I was behind so much
that I flunked the 7th grade. I stayed back one year. It was rough because my friends
moved on and you were with them since 6th grade. I did not have my friends anymore. I
had to meet new friends again in a different grade. Homewise it was a bunch of trouble.
My mom looked for an apartment. She ended up finding an apartment on Ashley Street. I
moved to Ashley Street. It was a nice neighborhood. We had a barbershop and stores in
the area. I was still scared. I had the feelings that someone was going to come into the
house. I used to never want to be alone. When I was alone I used to lock myself in my
room. I felt that way for a few years until I matured and started realizing that nothing was
going to happen. It was very hard because I was always scared inside being home alone. I
was always locked in my room. I was afraid of everyone.
In middle school other kids were doing other things. When I was playing football
my mom was going out every night. I would get home from school around 3:30 and be
scared until I left for practice at 4:30.1 would be at practice for 5:00.1 would come home
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and go to sleep because no one was home. During football season I was waking up at 3 or
4 in the morning. I would stay up until I had to go to school. It was real hard staying
alone because I was always scared of everybody.
I did well in the repeated 7th grade. I played football that year. I thought I wanted
to be a good, successful person so I started going to school and doing well. I was still
joking around, but schoolwork came first that year. I even went to summer school that
year. I did not have to go, but wanted to learn more. I moved on to 8th grade and went to a
new school. My friend started staying with me and I was not that scared because I was
with him. I did well in the 8th grade. He played football and introduced me to the game. I
loved playing football. I met another best friend who also played football. I met a lot of
best friends during this year. In the 8th grade people were messing around and smoking. I
stayed away from that most of the time. I tried it before and I did not like it that much. A
lot of my friends were smoking. I changed my friends in the 8 grade. One of my friends
did it so much I just cut him off and decided to be with the kids who were doing the right
things. I was a still friend with Alan. We were in the same middle school.
In the 9th grade I transferred schools to Southworth. I started playing football
there and ended up starting varsity during my freshman year. I was happy. Things at
home were doing fine. My cousin moved in during the summer after 8th grade. I had him
there so my other friend stopped staying at the house. When I was going into high school,
I used to tell Alan that I just want to go to college and play football. I never realized you
needed something else. Alan used to tell me, “What happens if you get hurt playing
football.” When I went into 9th grade at Dubois High School we were able to choose a
trade. If you are not that good of a student you still have a trade that you can fall back on
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and make a good living. I initially chose auto body and eventually worked in the
electrical trade for most of the 9th grade.
About 1 1/2 months into the 9th grade I went roller-skating with a friend. My mom
was supposed to pick us up at the skating rink. We waited there for her to come. My
aunt’s husband came to pick us up. He looked kind of down. I was scared because I did
not know what happened. My uncle did not want to tell me what happened in front of my
friends. He dropped off one of my friends and my other best friend was coming over to
my house. My uncle asked me where I was going to go for the evening. He asked me if I
was going to be staying at my friend’s house for the evening. I told my uncle that I was
going home. My uncle told me that I am not sure if you want to go over there. I asked my
uncle what happened. My uncle looked sad and started crying. He told me my mom was
arrested for selling drugs. He told me that my aunt got caught with her. It was the day
before a game. When I went home my house was like a disaster because the police had
raided the house. I couldn’t even find my football jersey. I ended up packing a lot of my
stuff and staying with friend that night. His mom told me that I could stay there anytime.
I stayed there overnight and went to my game the next day. It was very sad because my
mom always went to my games. I was looking in the stands and I did not see her. I did
not know what to think. I have a small family and not that many people talk. My dad
never came to see me. I was not attached to my dad. My sister also got caught the same
night with my mom. I did not have anybody to ask what was going on. My cousin came
to my friend’s house and told me not to go to school because social services might take
me. I did not know my mom was doing that type of stuff. This is why she was probably
going out every night. My sister and I always asked my mom for anything and she always
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tried her best to get it for us. We pushed her all the time for something that we wanted. I
was shocked because I never expected my mom to do something like that. It was weird.
My sister was with my mom and I could not go to my sister. She did not have anything to
do with the drug dealing. My aunt was also not involved with the drug dealing. We went
to court on Monday. They all were released on Monday. My mom started coming to my
games again. Everything felt like normal.
I was not staying at home that much. I was scared of staying at home because I
was thinking about the fire and the cops coming to my house. I stayed at my friend’s
house for most of the 9th grade. His mom took care of me that year. My mom would
come over to visit sometimes, but not that much. My 9th grade was over. I did well in
school. I was going to the 10A grade year. In June my mom told me that she was going to
be sent away for a while. I asked her where she was going. She told me that she was
going to jail for 2 years. I was sad. She told me that I could stay with my sister. I told her
that I was not comfortable at her house. I stayed with my friend during the 10th grade. My
mom went to jail. I was taking care of myself.
I received a check every month. All that money was going for school clothes that
year. I took Electrical for my trade and played football. I moved over my sister’s house
for a little while. My sister knew my mom was doing that stuff and my mom alw ays
supported my sister. My sister started breaking down and getting depressed. I was trying
to stay away from her. My sister had a daughter. When my sister w as arrested she sent
my niece to Puerto Rico. She thought social services w ere going to take her aw ay. My
sister had custody of me at this point, but I w as staying at my friend's house. In 10

th

grade I did well in school, but I w as going to school every' day. I knew I was going to be
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on my own for a long time. My mom is going to be gone for 2 years. I did not break. It
gave me the feeling to go to school and do well because I did not have my mom.
Everyone could not believe how well I was doing. Some kids were taking and selling
drugs. I did well in football. I made all western Massachusetts in football. In my
sophomore year I was getting letters from colleges. I knew I would get scholarships.
My trade teachers told me that there was a paid summer internship available at a
local electric company. The summer internship paid 14 dollars an hour for a 40 hour
weekly schedule. He told me that you have to get good grades and attendance. I told him
that I would do well to get the job because I was aware that they were only able to pick 2
students out of about 18 kids. I was only 16 at the time and not working. I did well in the
sophomore year. I got the job and was so happy. The teacher knew I was in trouble and
helped me get the job. I worked at the electric company that summer and made a good
amount of money. I was also working at six flags amusement park. All the stuff with the
fire and my mom gave me the energy to be a better person. I did well in school and
football. I was a changed person from middle school when I was messing up and not
going to school that much. I did well. I worked at it very hard. I had a lot of school
clothes. Before I would have 2 pairs of jeans and 5 shirts. Going into my junior year I had
more money, I brought a lot of clothes. I went to driving school. I wanted to get my
license early. My mom had a car that she kept at my aunt’s house. I ended up getting that
car.
In my sophomore year, my sister was breaking down and getting depressed. My
sister was asking me for money. I was supporting her. My niece was still in Puerto Rico. I
believe my sister became mentally ill. She started doing bad things. She ended up getting
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arrested a few times. She ended up going to a psychiatrist. I did not want her to be my
guardian. I thought she would mess me up and I would end up in a foster home. My sister
and I were arguing a lot during my sophomore year. My sister stopped dating guys and
dating girls. I told her that I did not feel comfortable with her being my guardian. I told
her that she needed to move on and stop doing the bad stuff. My junior year my sister
was doing really badly. She was going to mental houses every other week. I was also
visiting my mother in jail. My aunt would take me to see my mom. My aunt supported
me a lot. My sister would take some of the money from the monthly checks I would
receive. My aunt took custody of me because my sister was messing up. I told my sister
that I signed the paper so my aunt would get custody. My sister moved to Puerto Rico. I
did real well in my junior year and in football. I learned a lot in my electrical class. I
started visiting colleges. I received the paid summer internship. I did all that by myself.
The guy from the electrical company knew what happened during my life. I am ready to
go to college and take electrical engineering.
I did try drugs a few times in middle school. I did not like it because I saw a lot of
people doing drugs. It was also at the time that my mother got caught selling drugs. I
thought that was not the way to go. I am not sure what made me stay away from it. I just
never liked it. I never liked it when my mom would smoke cigarettes. I used to think
cigarette smoke stinks; and get that away from me. Kids would ask me if I wanted some
drugs and I would not mess with it. I did not like that stuff. I stayed away from the drugs.
I had a lot of friends that I cut off because of their drug use. In high school I believe
probably 80% of the students do drugs. When I was a sophomore the other criteria for
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getting the summer internship was to not do drugs and get good grades. I had a job and I
was not going to smoke a joint to miss an opportunity.
I feel that being a Black male some teachers will favor other races than you. It is
hard being a Black male in school because the White teachers will favor their race. There
are two White kids in my electrical ship and the teacher will help them a lot more than he
will help the Black students. If you have an eraser mark on the paper he will crumble it
up. He tells us that we need to be perfect. Some of the White kids are not even that good
in school. He tells them to come to his office for help. He will not yell at them as much as
he yells at the Black students. There are some parts of him where he treats them better
than us.
I feel when a teacher does not like you when you ask for help and they do not help
you. I always asked for help or I always wanted them to give me another way of seeing
something. I would never get that help that much. When another White student would ask
for help the teacher would go and help them out. I wondered how come the teachers did
not help me out. I had the same question as the student being helped. I feel that some
teachers do have favorites. They want somebody to do better than another person. There
is a feeling that you get when a teacher does not like you. They will send you out of the
class for something pointless. Even some of the assistant principals would ask me why
the teacher sent me out of the class for pointless things. Some other White kids in the
class would joke around and have their little side jokes. This is how you can tell that
teachers favor other students.
In elementary school I had a problem. I was getting ringworms. I was missing
school. I was going to get kept back. My grammar was not that good. It was hard for me
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to understand things. I would do tutoring. I was always good in math. I loved math. In
middle school I knew all my teachers. In the 7th grade some of my teachers did not like
me because I was being a clown. I was like all bad things are happening so I might as
well be a bad kid. I met one teacher who changed everything. He helped me out a lot. He
/

was a good teacher because he was always asking about home. He would talk to us as if
we were one of him. He would always treat us in a mature way. That was the good
feeling about him. You would go to some class and the teacher would be like be quiet. He
would ask what happened and what was going on. He was a real good teacher. He was a
baseball coach and asked me to play. I really did not like baseball and I ended up playing
because he was the coach and a good guy. He even would give me a ride home.
In the 7th grade it was real bad. I would get into trouble. I had fighting problems
too. I was real bad in 7th grade. I know that year was real bad for me. I think it was about
everything that had happened to me. I knew I had to take it out on something so I ended
up taking it out on other kids that would get me angry. It was all the stuff from moving
around. Some teachers looked at me like I was a bad kid, but they just don’t understand
that all that stuff builds up. I always felt that I wanted somebody to talk to and release all
my stress. It builds up to a lot of points. Even now sometimes all the stuff with my mom
builds up. Not having your parents breaks you down sometimes. I don’t fight any more. I
do not settle things that way. I keep to myself. In high school everyone knows me. I do
not get into any trouble. Everyone says he is a good kid. Being popular helps me out and
I don’t pick on anybody because I am mad. If something happens at my house, I am not
going to blame it on this kid. I don’t do it anymore. I learned that is not the way to do it.
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I matured a lot in the 12th grade. I matured by going home and doing the work. I
was in school and doing the work. I matured by being on my own a lot and taking care of
myself. Some teachers don’t know your background and will say something. I will think,
“What are you talking about? You want to know something about me.” They cannot say
that I got my car from my mom. I paid for the car outside of school. Everything I did I
did it all on my own. My mom cannot do much for me in jail. My sister was mature and
then immature. I matured on my own taking care of myself and doing the right thing.
I also matured schoolwise. I am now moving on to the next level. Going on to
college you have to be smart in everything. In school instead of taking music classes and
gym, I try to take the extra classes so I can learn more and keep school in me. I do my
homework. Teachers treat you differently because you are a senior. They treat you
mature. My shop teacher and I always have disagreements. I am trying to make sure that
everything is treated equally.
I was a clown. I always wanted to make people laugh. I would get the work done.
There are some students who laugh at the jokes but I was always told that they are
laughing at you and not with you. I started noticing that. I realized that these same
students were getting As and Bs and here I am getting Cs. I realized that acting in this
way was nothing. It was like being in elementary school. In middle school and high
school you really have to mature up and do the work. The work was getting done but it
was not perfect. It could have been better. The difference was that I was paying attention
more. I cut the jokes out. I was doing all the work. When I was being the class clown I
would go home and not study for the actual test. I wanted to do better and be just like the
students who were getting As and Bs. I wanted to mature and get good grades. When I
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started to know I was doing better was when I went home and actually looked at the work
and did homework. I was always known for not doing homework. I would go home, play
games, go outside and play around.
At the point we were moving around, my mom was not telling me, “You have to
do this, You have to do your work.” She was not around to tell me to do the work. Some
kids were going home and they had their parents tell them “You have to do this to be
better.” I started to realize that when I was doing it on my own I was going home and
looking at the work. I actually understood the work rather than just doing it. I did better
than when I was doing it before.
I have a lot of best friends and people that I can trust. They help me out the same
way. They understand where I came from. They always try to invite me over for dinner or
something. I have my own car. I worked hard for that. I have my own clothes. I did
everything on my own. I am really happy the way it turned out. My friends help me in
many ways. If my car is messed up I can call a friend to come pick me up. If I do not
have a dollar and need it, my friends will help me out. They know I will pay them back.
There are 4 friends that always hang out together. If one of us is going to the movies we
call each other up. It means it is hard for me to fall back. I have support. They are your
family. They are more than friends. They help me out. It helps me out a lot. We all play
the same sports. We are in the same shop. If I need help on homework, we will do it
together. We always try to do well. Attendancewise this year I want it to be perfect. Last
year I had some tardiness because I was doing favors for my friend’s mom. The lady I
was staying with had kids. I was bringing her kids to school and I would come late. I stay
with my aunt this year. I want to have perfect attendance and on time. So far this year I
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have been successful. I know if you go to school there is no way that you will fail. If you
go to school every day it is impossible for you to fail. You will learn something.
I am where I am today from doing the right thing. I am in school, doing my work,
getting it done and getting the good marks that I was not getting before. All that stuff
helps you out. To have all that bad stuff you always know it will be better in the future.
Some people would not know what happened. They will think of me as a different
person. I am happy where I am at right now. I am taking a trade, going to school and
getting good attendance to go to college. I love the way I turned out to be. I am glad I am
not one of those kids that are doing badly. I think I will be a good person in the future. I
know that when I have kids I want to take care of them. I want to make sure that I am
there for them in every way (home, work, and education.) I will have the education to
have the knowledge to understand what they need help in.
I see myself as a successful person with my own house. I want to have a wife and
smart kids. I want to work in a good job. I want to play college football and possibly pro.
The goals are still high. I can’t really see myself messing up in the future. I really can’t
see that because of all the stuff I went through. I do not want to feel that way again. I
know I do not want my kids feeling like that way either. I know the right thing to do and I
will be just fine. I am an honest person. I am smart. I am still funny and can still laugh
and make jokes. I am a person you can depend on.

Summary
The profiles revealed the various ways in which the participants’ interactions with
family, schools, teachers, peers, community members, and others affected their
educational experiences, both positively and negatively. There were numerous examples
in which Black males had similar interactions with family, schools, teachers, peers.
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community members, and others, which resulted in similar responses that could
determine the effects of the experiences on their educational outcomes. However, the data
analysis also revealed that while the participants sometimes shared similar interactions,
the effects of these experiences and the participants’ responses to them could be quite
different.
The profiles were very complex, engaging, emotional, yet structured in a way that
indicated a deep understanding of the educational experiences of the participants. As
Seidman (1998) suggests, “What others can learn from reading a profile of a participant
is as diverse as the participants we interview, the profiles we craft and organize, and the
readers who read them” (p. 103). The participants faced many hardships and struggles in
their educational experiences. They continued to attend schools and engage in
interactions with family, schools, teachers, peers, community members, and others that
did not always provide them with the academic and personal support necessary to ensure
positive educational outcomes. There were examples where participants received support
throughout their lives, yet for most of the participants, there were no consistent periods of
it. What I learned in the collection and transcription of these profiles is that the
participants had, and continue to have the courage and tenacity to continue their
educational journeys.
While no two profiles were exactly alike, there were several emergent themes in
the stories of the participants’ educational experiences, including labeling, differential
racial treatment in schools, male role model, family influences, sports, and resiliency.
The next chapter provides a further analysis of these themes, presenting thematically
organized excerpts from the participants’ interviews. Chapter 6 examines the research
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questions in relationship to the study findings. In addition it provides an analysis of
where the study findings were consistent, inconsistent or went beyond the literature
review. In Chapter 7,1 will offer discussions and recommendations from the study.
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CHAPTER 5
PARTICIPANTS’ THEMES
The purpose of this study was to examine and analyze the perceptions of their
educational experiences as described by low-income, 12lh grade Black male students who
/

live in the inner city. I presented the participants’ profiles in Chapter 4. Through an
analysis of this data nine major themes related to their educational experiences were
identified. In this chapter, I will present an analysis of these themes incorporating
excerpts from the participants’ interviews. For each theme, I will provide a brief
description of the theme and, using selected excerpts from the participants’ interviews,
illustrate how that theme has effected the schooling experience of Black male. It should
be noted that not every participant discussed every theme. The range of excerpts selected
are designed to allow as many different participant voices to enter the document, as well
as represent nuanced levels of representation of the emergent theme.
The themes as they emerged from the data are:
1.

Labeling: The negative characterization and perceptions experienced by the
Black males in this study.

2.

Racial Double Standard: The unfair treatment Black males experienced in
comparison to their White peers.

3.

Importance of Teachers who Care: The descriptions of how the educational
experiences of Black males were transformed by White teachers and teachers
of color who were perceived as caring.

4.

Connection with Black Teachers: The experiences of Black males feeling
nurtured, respected, and encouraged to learn by Black teachers.

5.

Family Influences: The role of the participants’ family members, and their
influences on their educational experiences.

6.

The Degree of Motivation; The levels of motivation to pursue and complete
schoolwork.
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7.

The Role of Anger and Conflict: The ways in which anger and conflict are
handled in school.

8.

The Role of Sports: The effects of extracurricular involvement in school
sports.

9.

Black Male Role Models: The importance of having a positive Black male
role model in the participants’ lives.

These themes were salient throughout the participants’ stories. Other themes were
salient at certain periods of time though they did not persist over time. In addition,
although a few of the themes affected all the participants, others did not reveal
themselves in every story. The participants and the corresponding thematic categorization
are displayed in Table 2:
Table 2: Participants and Corresponding Thematic Categorizations
Participants’ Themes

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Labeling

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Differential Racial Treatment

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Caring Teacher

X

Connection with Black Teachers

X

X

X

Family Influences

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

The Degree of Motivation

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

The Role of Anger and Fighting
The Role of Sports

X

X

X

The Influence of Black Male Role Models

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

Study Participants: 1-Yancy, 2-Dion, 3-Nigel, 4-Yerick, 5-Yannick, 6-Nick, 7Rick, 8-Maury, 9, Nelson. X is used to denote when a theme was represented in a
participants’ story.
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The following chapter is organized to present each theme and its subcategories,
which were developed as a result of my analysis of the data. The excerpts from the
interviews that best illustrate participants’ experiences will be used to provide 1-2
examples for the subcategories within each theme. I also wish to note that I asked some
of the participants if excerpts from their stories were listed under the correct theme
categories. The participants I spoke with were pleased with my categorizations.
Labeling
This section presents study data on participants’ experiences of being labeled by
school personnel, including teachers, administrators, counselors, and others. All of the
participants’ stories generated “labeling” as a major theme. Labeling the negative
characterization and perceptions experienced by the Black males in this study. Teachers
and school personnel subjected the participants to labeling in schools. The labeling
fostered a hostile environment for the Black males that deemed them dangerous,
troublemakers, lacking of academic abilities to excel in schools and disinterested in
education. The subcategories in this section include:
1.

Stereotypes/Teachers Socialization.

2.

Race.

3.

Skin Color.

4.

Clothing.

5.

Peer Affiliation.

Stereotypes/Teacher’s Socialization
Participants were able to identify stereotypes and socialization as the causes for
their teachers’ use of labels. Furthermore, they were quite perceptive about their teachers’
attitudes and understood that certain behaviors were connected to the negative messages
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their teachers had internalized about Black males. Nigel shared his thoughts on why
teachers label students. “The first time a teacher sees you they immediately have their
own personal thoughts about you and a lot of their thoughts come from what stereotypes
they have about your race. It is tough to deal with these teachers.” Dion added,
“Somewhere back in the days, somebody gave these teachers the wrong information or
wrongly portrayed dark skinned guys and girls. It just got to their heads. The teachers
grew up with it, picked it up somewhere, but that is not my problem.”
Nigel and Dion’s experiences suggest they aware that stereotypes and
socialization contributed to their teachers’ attitudes and behaviors toward Black students.
This was in contrast to some of the other participants who did not identify the source of
their teachers and school personnel’s persistent labeling of them in schools. Nigel’s
excerpts also provides us with an understanding that it was tough dealing with teachers
who have these stereotypes and negatively respond to the Black males inside the
classrooms. At the same time, both Nigel and Dion wanted to be treated with respect in
their classrooms rather than responded to as the stereotype of the Black male. Nigel
stated:
I want someone to respect me and have a high level of respect for me as soon as I
walk into the door. I want someone to look and say that is a person that carries
himself with respect. I feel that no matter how I dress, how I look, or my skin
color, I should automatically be put on the same level as another student who is
working to the same potential that I am no matter what our race. I think that
teachers should teach color blindly.
Nigel is aware that his teachers’ stereotypes of Black males means he is denied
the respect given to other students of different races. He believes that his teachers should
respect him regardless of his clothing, skin color or the way he looks in the classroom. He
wants to have teachers who teach color blindly and respects him as a person.
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Both Nigel and Dion were able to understand and identify stereotypes and learned
behaviors and attitudes as the source of the labeling by their teachers. Dion expressed a
desire to be respected regardless of his clothing, skin color or the way he presented
himself to teachers. Understanding why there is labeling of Black males in schools and
wanting to have teachers who respect them evident in the experiences of some of the
participants.
The effects of the labeling for some Black males in schools can lead to self¬
destructive behaviors. Dion was able to recognize the origins of his teachers’ labeling and
not internalize or respond to the labeling through self-destructive behaviors. However, he
offers an example where another Black student was unable to effectively deal with the
pressures of labeling and begin to engage in self-destructive behaviors such as smoking
and skipping school.
Dion was aware that other Black males could not rise to the challenge of being
labeled bad by their teachers. Dion provided the following example:
I was the only one dark in most of my classes. In my classes I had another kid
who was dark too. He kind of looked like me so people would always get us
confused. He started smoking, skipping school and now I do not know what he is
doing. He was not strong enough to just sit there and say, ok, this teacher thinks I
am a bad person. I know I am not a bad person.
Dion’s story suggests that while he believed he was strong enough to deal with
the labeling, other Black students were not and engaged in self-destructive behavior as a
result.
Nigel and Dion’s experiences revealed they were aware of the labels assigned to
them based on stereotypes learned in their teachers’ socialization. Nigel insisted he
wanted the teacher’s respect and equitable treatment with White students inside the
classroom. It was also important for Nigel to have teachers who taught colorblindly. In
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Dion’s experience he was able to recognize that he was not the stereotype or label of the
bad Black male many teachers believed him to be. While he was able to cope and
respond to his perceptions that his teachers labeled him a “bad person,” Dion’s story also
points to the self destructive behaviors that some Black males will develop as a result of
an inability to effectively cope with labeling or perceptions of labeling in schools.
Experiences of Racism
In the preceding section, I presented examples of how the labeling of participants
was connected to their teachers’ socialization and the negative stereotypes of Black males
in society. Additionally the participants desired to have teachers who were respectful of
them regardless of clothing, skin color or how they looked in the classroom. The
participants also described the debilitating effects of labeling on some Black males. This
section explores some of the participants’ experiences with racism. It is my belief that
labeling based on racial stereotypes, teachers’ socialization in a racist society and
negative societal messages about Black males contribute to the racism they experience in
educational systems. As discussed in Chapter 2,1 am using Tatum (1997) working
definition for understanding racism in society and within school systems. She suggests
racism is not only a personal ideology, but also a system involving cultural messages that
leads to the institutionalization of racist policies and practices as well as the beliefs and
actions of individuals.
Some of the participants were able to identify being labeled and reflect on their
experiences with racism in school. The participants’ experiences with racism included
Maury reflecting on teachers whose labeling affected their perceptions of his academic
abilities:
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The teachers saw me as another Black kid who does not know anything. The
teachers probably thought I was not going to go far. The teachers just look at me
and wondered who this kid is and I doubt he can do anything. The teachers just
treat me dumb. I hated that.
Maury’s experience suggests he believed his teachers perceived him as lacking
academic skills and intelligence because he was Black. His story also suggests Maury did
not like the teachers perceiving him as dumb.
While Maury’s experience with racism was described by how his teachers
responded to him based on perceptions of his academic abilities. Dion offers an example
of other school personnel who contribute to the racism experienced by Black males in
schools.
Dion provided another example of labeling of Black males by school officers that
resulted in police harassment at his school:
We had cops at our school one time. I did not even do anything. I was late for
class. The cop said, “Where is your ID?” I told the copy my ID was in my pocket.
The cop asked to see it. He then told me he was walking me to class. He did not
care. I was walking but to me the only reason that I was stopped was because I
was Black.
Dion believed there was always more pressure exerted on the Black and Puerto
Rican students as a result of the police harassment in schools:
The only thing that I could put in my head was that happened because I was
Black. The cop just stopped me because of that. You can always see the Black
and Puerto Rican kids. They always put more pressure on them than the White
kids. There are some bad White kids too.
This story suggests that Dion believed the police officers were harassing him
because of his race. He also revealed that it was not an isolated experience. School
officers consistently stopped Black and Puerto Ricans males. Dion recognized the
treatment was unfair because he knew that White students could also be “bad.” His
suggestion that the police officers exerted more pressure on the Black and Puerto Ricans
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indicate that White students were not labeled as suspect, troublemakers, or liars because
of their race.
Maury and Dion were similar in their ability to recognize the teachers and police
officers’ behaviors and attitudes were unwarranted and unfair. These experiences also
suggest that both Maury and Dion experiences could be considered institutional racism.
Maury spoke about his perceptions that many of his teachers held these low expectations
of his academic abilities. Maury “hated” this treatment by his teachers. In Dion’s story
his negative interactions with school officers were directly related to being a Black male
in schools. He additionally indicates that the school officers targeted Black and Puerto
Rican males, while the White students were not subjected to the same treatment. Dion
was also able to recognize the school personnel’s differential racial treatment towards
Black and White students.
Skin Color
The participants were often subjected to labeling based on skin color. The
participants described White students. White teachers and school personnel who
demonstrated behaviors and attitudes of fear and suspicion because of the participants’
skin color. Dion, who had the darkest skin of all the participants, revealed that the people,
and White students and White lady teachers were afraid of him in school because he was
“dark.” For Dion, he was not completely sure why people in school were afraid of him
because he was dark but he believes TV might have something to do with their behavior.
“People would be scared of me in school. I actually had to start talking more. For some
reason if you are dark and you are quiet, it is like scary for them. I do not know why. It
must be TV.”
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In the following excerpt, Dion recalled how a White peer responded to his skin
color. “A White student said, I am afraid of all the dark guys who do not talk. I asked him
why and he said, I do not know. I just am. If you are quiet and dark to me, I think you are
crazy or something, like you will flip out on me.”
Dion’s experience with his peer reveals another encounter with racism in school
other than the student-teacher experiences of racism. Dion had to deal with peers on a
daily basis who were afraid of him because he was dark and did not talk. The possibility
of being labeled by his peers as “crazy” or “scary” compelled Dion to speak more in
school. His actions suggest that he was willing to change his behavior in order to ensure
that his White peers felt comfortable in his presence.
Some participants were aware that teachers were fearful to be in the presence of
Black males. From the first day of class, White teachers were suspicious of Dion and
believed he was going to cause trouble in class. Dion described this experience with
“White lady teachers” on the first day of classes:
The first day of classes I am always quiet. Since I have mostly all White lady
teachers they are always afraid. I do not know why but on the first day of school
they always look at me funny. They think I am going to walk in there and cause
mischief. You can see it in their eyes like I do not want this student in there.
Dion’s story shows the daily struggles he encountered as a Black male because of
his skin color. He was aware that his “White lady teachers” were fearful of him and
would rather not be in the same classroom with this Black male.
Similar to his earlier experience of being labeled by a White peer, Dion felt
compelled to adjust his behavior to appear less threatening to the “White lady teachers.”
He also provided a clear example of how his teachers responded to the change:
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As soon as I get in class I kept quiet and look them straight in the eye for a
straight month. I did not talk unless I need to and then the teacher starts switching
around. You can see a teacher’s reaction when they change. At first they will look
at you funny like “he is going to do something bad. I better get ready to pick up
that phone to call the office.” If you sit there and be quiet, the teachers do not
appear to be as frightened as before.
Dion’s experience with his teacher’s fear of Black males led him to sit quietly in
class and not exhibit any behaviors that might frighten his teachers. Ultimately his
attempts to appease his teachers were somewhat successful.
As he stated “the teachers do not appear to be as frightened as before.” But it also
indicates that his teachers were still demonstrating a level of fear and suspicion towards
him as a Black male.
Dion is aware that being a Black male can sometimes mean that people will be
fearful of you outside of school. Dion describes an experience where a White woman
sees him and his father in the subway and demonstrates fear and an assumption of
suspicion.
I highlight this story because it is important to understand that the participants
experience labeling and negative responses to skin color in and out of school. This can be
extremely taxing for the Black males who deal with this on a daily basis.
Dion described being labeled while walking with his father in public. “One day
we were taking the subway and this old lady got off the subway. We were going in the
opposite direction from her. She turned around and ran away. We were just laughing.”
This was an important aspect of Dion’s experiences. He learned that people were afraid
of him on sight because of his skin color. Dion’s understanding of these negative
reactions was based on his in-school and out-of-school experiences.
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Clothing
In their stories, the participants reported feeling targeted by school personnel for
wearing certain types of clothing in schools. Yerick noticed that he received different
responses from his teachers based on his clothes:
Some of my teachers have told me to dress for success. I went to their classes and
the teachers really did not pay me any mind. I would go to another class and fix
myself up and sit there. The teachers would look at you and think he is
presentable and would give you the time of the day.
Yerick also noticed that teachers assumed Black kids who wore certain clothing
were in gangs and not worthy of being taught in the classroom:
Teachers will look at you funny if you go into class wearing a wave cap on your
head. You do not even have to wear your pants baggy. Teachers tell you to take
your hat off and you keep it on. You keep your pants sagged down. Most teachers
will automatically think that if you are a Black student with your pants sagged
down, hat on, wearing certain colors then you are in a gang. They do not care. He
is just another kid on the street. I am not going to do anything with him. He is not
going to do anything regardless.
Yerick’s belief that teachers viewed Black students who wear certain colors as
gang members reinforces the notion of Black youth as dangerous, crime-prone, and
troublesome. Yerick offered another brief example of how it felt to be labeled based on
clothing. “I figured this was going to happen to me. It made me not care. It makes you
feel good when a teacher will try to help you regardless of the way you are dressed.”
Yerick came to understand that his teachers would not provide him adequate academic
support based on his clothing choices. Black males who otherwise might be successful in
their academic achievement pursuits are hindered by teachers who respond to them solely
based on their style of clothing. The hostile environment that Black males and Yerick
experienced as well as his teachers’ lowered expectations and inadequate academic
support resulted in him not caring about school.
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At times, Yerick attempted to change his style of dress in an effort to elicit a
positive response from the teacher. He struggled with wanting to maintain his own sense
of style and understanding that his clothing determined if he would receive any positive
attention at all. Yerick wanted a teacher who would help him regardless of his clothing.
The fear of labeling, and actual treatment resulting from labeling affected Yerick’s
attitude and he began to care less about school. Yerick did, however, acknowledge that he
felt good when a teacher helped him regardless of what he wore.
While Yerick’s experiences with being labeled based on clothing were based on
teachers perceptions of Black males in gangs and being disinterested in education he
attempted to temporarily alter his clothing to receive favorable attention from his
teachers. Dion’s example of his experience with labeling based on clothing is based on
his reflections of how teachers who have discipline problems with some Black males in
school negatively respond and deem suspicious all Black males with similar clothing
styles such as baggy clothing:
It is a public school for the public. No matter what style you have and what race
you are, no matter what color you are everybody should be treated equal. It is not
like that at all. You know we wear baggy stuff. You might know somebody that
did something bad and they dress in the same way that you dress. The next time
that same lady teacher had problems with that kid and sees you, she will be like,
“Oh they dress the same way. They must think the same way. They might be
connected in the same way.”
Dion’s example shows he understands the unfairness of the treatment of Black
males in his school based on their clothing styles. His story also suggests all Black males
who dress in the baggy style will be suspected of bad behavior and considered guilty of
any infractions that might be committed by members of their peer groups. The consistent
actions of teachers suspecting all Black males of bad behavior because of peer affiliations
are discussed in the next section.
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Peer Affiliations
Yancy recognized as early as middle school to stay away from certain peers.
However, his attempts to distance himself from “troublemakers” did not prevent him
from being perceived as one by his teachers:
In middle school I recognized that there are certain guys that you should hang out
with and certain guys that you should not hang with. It starts with one
troublemaker with the teacher. You get included with the teacher and I would get
included all the time.
Yancy eventually began to internalize the teacher’s perceptions of him. “It felt
like I was doing something wrong. I felt the teachers did not like me.” In his story, Yancy
revealed that although the teachers labeled him as a troublemaker, a bad kid, and not
interested in doing his work, he was actually always interested in doing the work.
Yancy and Dion’s experiences were similar because both felt labeled based on
peer affiliations. However, in Dion’s story, he also articulated an awareness of Black
males being labeled based on peer affiliations when the same standards were not applied
to White students:
I know these two White girls that never came to school without being high. You
could smell it. When they sit next to you, you could smell it. The teachers never
said anything. The teachers would not think the next White kid that dressed like
these two White girls is exactly the same or these two White kids must have bad
parents and their lives are all messed up. For Black students it is like if you dress
like that and he dressed like that then both of you must act the same way. Just
because this one is bad will make the other one bad too.
Yancy and Dion both felt they were unfairly treated based on their peer
affiliations. Even when Yancy attempted to stay away from Black students identified as
troublemakers, he was still identified by his teacher as one of them. This highlights the
difficulties faced by Black males who desire to build peer relationships in schools. Dion’s
story suggests he was able to clearly see his teacher’s negative responses toward him
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because of his peer affiliations, as well as the hypocrisy of such responses because White
students were not labeled based on their peer affiliations with troubled White students.
Summary
The participants’ stories in this section suggest they were keenly aware of being
labeled by their teachers, peers, and school personnel schools. The participants reported
feeling compelled to change their behaviors to accommodate the fears and
misconceptions of others. However, they were also aware that changing their behaviors
did not always prevent labeling and negative responses. Furthermore, some participants
noticed that their teachers did not label their White counterparts. The participants’
experiences with differential racial treatment in schools are covered in the following
section.
Differential Racial Treatment
This section will explore the participants’ educational experiences with being
treated differently than their White peers in schools. The theme of differential racial
treatment was apparent in each of the participants’ stories. The subcategories in this
section include:
1.

Experiences of Racism.

2.

Double Standards in Discipline Procedures.

3.

Double Standards in Academic Support.

4.

Suspect/Suspicion.

Experiences of Racism
Yerick and Yannick named racism as the factor that most contributed to the
differences between their teachers' treatment of Black and White students. Yerick
describes his understandings of racist teachers who “favor” the White students over the
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Black students. He is able to tell which of his teachers are racist by how they interact with
him. Yerick is also aware that his teachers will not acknowledge that they more readily
respond positively in there interactions with White students.
Some teachers will look at you different. You can tell which teachers are racist.
Racism isn’t gone. You can tell which teachers are racist. You can tell which
teachers aren’t. The teachers do not want to admit it but they act differently
towards you. We constantly see that in school. Some White students are treated
better than Black students in school. It is just always something. Your school
plays favorites. If you are a favorite in school you don’t even have to do anything.
Teachers want to say ‘no I do not have any favorite students’, but they actually
do. Deep down in their hearts they know they do because they let them get away
with everything. You can tell a teacher is racist by the way they act towards you.
Everybody has a little racism in them regardless.
Yerick story reveals his White teachers “act differently” with the Black and White
students. The teachers difference in treatment creates an educational environment where
White kids are consistently favored and allowed to get away with more things than while
the Black students are always held accountable for their actions. Based on their individual
interactions with teachers Black students are able to identify which teachers are racist.
Yannick described a class during which the teacher made derogatory comments
towards the Black students and their community of origin. He expressed his
dissatisfaction with this incident, particularly the teacher’s use of language to describe
Black students and their communities. Yannick considered the teacher’s behavior to be a
“put down” to minority students. Like Yerick, he believed racism contributed to the
teacher’s actions:
The teachers will tell their jokes using their terms of things you don’t understand.
They will bring up states about things, like “Ok, you know minorities are this or
that but the original White man wouldn’t do this or they’re not that. Basically, the
teachers are putting us down. Some of us are not getting it. Some of us Black
males were saying, “Yeah, that is true.” Sometimes the teacher talks about our
communities or the drugs. I am like White people do the same thing.
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He continued his assessment of the teachers’ actions in relation to his perception
of racism:
Some of the teachers are racist inside. You wouldn’t think of it but you start to see
it as you get to know them. This one teacher would say the only people that live in
the inner city are minorities. She called this one Black kid a primate. I thought,
“Wow why would she say something like that?” We had some difficulties with
this teacher.
Yannick’s story suggests like Yerick he was in an educational environment where
he was able to identify his teacher’s behaviors as racist based on personal observation and
interactions. Yannick was able to respond to the teacher’s negative comment on his
community of origin. However, Yannick came to realize that other Black students did not
recognize the racism when their teacher made negative remarks about the Black
community or her comment where she called a Black kid “a primate.” Yannick’s story
shows that some Black males may be aware and name the racism they experience in
school settings. There are also some Black students who appear to not notice their
teachers’ racist behavior and may even act in ways that suggest agreement with their
teachers’ racist actions.
Yerick and Yannick’s stories are revealing because both participants were able to
describe their experiences of differential racial treatment by teachers and link those
experiences to a broader concept that they identified as racism. Yerick and Yannick
exhibited a higher consciousness for understanding the concept of racism that some of
other participants were not able to see or understand.
Double Standards in Discipline Procedures
Nelson and Yerick shared their experiences with double standards, particularly as
they related to disciplinary procedures at school. Nelson described being sent out of the
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classroom for minor things, and noticed that White counterparts who exhibited the same
behaviors were not asked to leave class:
There is a feeling that you get when a teacher does not like you. They will send
you out of class for something pointless. Even some of the assistant principals
would ask me why the teacher sent me out of the class for pointless things. Some
other White kids in the class would joke around and have their little side jokes.
This is how you can tell that the teachers favor other students.
In Nelson’s story he believed as a Black male he would be kicked out of class for
no apparent legitimate school infraction. His teacher appeared to favor the White students
who were not discipline for the same action that sent Nelson to the principal’s office.
There were times when Nelson was kicked out of class and even the assistant principal
had doubts on the merits of his expulsion from class. The doubts of his principals might
suggest that Black males experience educational environments where their teachers
constantly send them out of class for reasons that do not warrant such actions.
Yerick described an encounter he had with a teacher upon arriving to class late
with a pass. He reflected on the differences between how he was treated versus how his
White classmates were treated when they arrived late with a pass. “I may walk in the
class late with a pass and I catch slack or everything for it. But, a White individual walks
into the class late and gives the teacher a pass; the teacher will not say anything to them.”
Yerick could identify the injustice, noticed his teacher’s behavior and recognized
that he was being subjected to unfair treatment based on his race:
I think what is the different between him and me. I am getting better grades than
him. You don’t say anything to the White student but you say something to me.
There is something wrong about that. You don’t want to say anything because you
don’t want to believe it. You want to think racism is dead but it is really not.
Nelson and Yerick were both able to articulate how they noticed that they were
treated unfairly because they were Black males. In Nelson’s story, he did not deny telling
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jokes in class, but expressed concern that his teacher applied a double standard in meting
out punishment to Black students. White students who demonstrated the same behaviors
were not subjected to harsh discipline practices and sent to the principal’s office for
frivolous behaviors. Nelson also he learned that even pointless behavior could serve as a
reason for his expulsion from class. Yerick’s story suggests that he was able to
understand the racism yet not able to develop a response to his teacher’s racist behaviors.
He did not want to say anything because given the magnitude of racism he might not
know where to begin. As a young Black male who is experiencing double racial
standards in a hostile educational environment challenging the racist behaviors of his
teachers could seem like an insurmountable task.
Double Standards in Academic Support
The participants shared numerous examples in which their teachers did not
provide them the same academic support as their White peers. Maury recalled feeling that
White students received more attention and were even situated in closer proximity to the
teacher to ensure more academic support:
It seems as if the White kids got more love. The teachers paid more attention to
them. The teachers figured maybe these students will succeed and the Black kids
won’t. It seems as if they have more attention. I did not realize it until now but I
remember being in math class and all the Black kids were in the front. The teacher
had seating plans. The teacher arranged it this way. I realized that all the guys and
girls I hang out with were all Black. We were all in the back. Now I think about
that and think that is not right.
Maury’s math class was not structured to ensure his academic success. The Black
kids were intentionally placed in the back of the room. The White kids were seated in the
front. The teacher’s seating plan placed the White kids at an academic advantage because
they received more academic support and attention from the teachers. He was able to
recognize that the teacher’s behaviors with respect to creating the class environment were
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not fair to the Black students. Maury’s experience also suggests he interpreted his teacher
created this seating plan because she assumed the Black students were less intelligent and
lacking academic capabilities to succeed.
Nelson described the different levels of academic support provided to students in
his electrical shop class. He observed how White students were provided more help,
solicited for out-of-class support, and personally responded to in a more caring manner:
I feel that being a Black male some teachers will favor other races than you. It is
hard being a Black male in school because White teachers will favor their race.
There are two White kids in my electrical shop and the teacher will help them a
lot more than he will help the Black students. If you have an eraser mark on the
paper he will crumble it up. He tells us that we need to be perfect. Some of the
White kids are not even that good in school. He tells them to come to his office
for help. He will not yell at them as much as he yells at the Black students. There
are some parts of him where he treats them better than us.
Nelson understood that being a Black male he was not going to be treated equally
to his White classmates. Nelson had to attend classes where he knew the teachers would
favor the White students solely based on race. These White teachers created an
environment that was hierarchical with the White students on top and recipients of
preferential treatment including mentoring and extra academic support. As a Black male,
Nelson his teacher behaviors reinforced the notion that he was held to higher standards in
order to receive the same grades that White students received based on lower standards.
For both Maury and Nelson their stories revealed being Black males usually
defined the level of academic support they received in the classroom. For their White
classmates, being White afforded them the opportunity to receive more favorable
academic support and guidance to ensure their academic success. Their White teachers
created a racial hierarchical educational environment with priority access to academic
supports and accommodations reserved for the White students.
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Suspect/Suspicion
As with stereotypes and labeling, participants often felt their teachers assumed the
worst of them without cause. The White students in school could wear clothing and hats
without being subjected to scrutiny or harassment from school personnel. White students
could also be disruptive in class but the teachers usually suspected the Black males of
inappropriate behavior. The behaviors of their teachers and other school personnel led
many of the participants to believe they were always suspected of being troublemakers in
school. Nick shared his experience of being deemed “suspicious” and suspected of
disruptive behavior based on his race:
When other people were talking or disturbing the class, the teacher would
automatically look at me. I am a quiet person. I am thinking to myself, “Alright.”
The kids that were talking were White and I was the only Black guy in the class.
She would automatically think I was the one disturbing the class.
Nick’s experience suggests that as a Black male his teacher consistently held him
up to suspicion whenever there were any disruptions in class. While Black students were
suspected for any disruptions in class the White students had the freedom to be disruptive
without any consequences.
In Dion’s story he describes the way Black and White students are treated
differently for wearing hats and other clothing in schools. He notices the Black students
are constantly asked to remove clothing or hats while the White students are not asked to
remove their hats.
It is like anything you do. You know the doo rags and the headbands. White
people, White boys have their own little style that they wear on their heads. I have
not seen a teacher say take that off. A Black kid can have on a doo rag and hat and
the teacher will say take that off. At lunch you can be eating and just have a
headband on. The teachers will be all the way across the room and walks all the
way down to tell you to take it off. They will pass by some White people that the
teacher should also tell to take off their hats. They will not say anything.
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Dion’s story suggests that the differential racial treatment of Black and White
students are experienced in various settings within the school. Teachers will take great
efforts to confront the Black students and request they remove doo rags and headbands
but these same teachers will not ask the White students to remove their hats. Dion further
explains in his story that his teachers’ harassment of Black males is a common
occurrence in school. He also notes that the Black students sometimes will point out the
unfair harassment of Black students:
This always happens in school. The Black kids will be like, “What about him?
What about those White students? We have some White students who do
snowboarding and they wear their hats, and whatever else. They have their hats
and winter coats on in school. They do not wear bright colors like we do. We like
exciting colors like red and yellow. We like something that will catch your eye.
This is just our style. The teachers will not say something when they wear their
stuff, but with us everything we do is suspicious.
Dion’s second excerpt from his story is different from the first excerpt because
the some of the Black kids confronted their teachers by asking them why are they being
singled out when the White kids are left alone for wearing head wear such as hats. The
Black students requests for an explanation did not result in any changes in their teachers’
differential racial treatment toward the headwear worn by Black and White students.
Dion’s teacher’s behaviors allowed the White students to freely wear headwear and a
continued harassment and suspicion of Black students wearing doo rags and headbands.
Nick and Dion’s story reveal they are in schools where being a Black male means
you are always under suspicion and suspected of being a troublemaker or discipline
problem in school. Both Nick and Dion are also aware that their White peers in school
are able to break the school policies are not subjected to the same suspicion Black males
endure in schools. The participant teachers continued this behavior even when the Black
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students pointed out to them that the White students were not disciplined for similar
behaviors.

Summary
The experience described by the participants in this section revealed the negative
effects of differential racial treatment in schools. The participants believed they were
subjected to unfair treatment based upon race. Some of the participants were able to
specifically identify racism as the source of their teachers’ treatment. The participants’
stories reveal a consistent pattern of teachers’ differential racial treatment of Black and
White students in schools. The differential racial treatment of Black and White students
continued even when the Black students pointed out these behaviors. This suggests their
teachers might not be interested in creating environments where all students feel equally
supported and welcomed. The other possibility is that their teachers might find it difficult
to acknowledge their differential racial treatment and the prejudice and stereotypes
attached to these behaviors.

Caring Teachers
Up to this point, I have presented the ways in which teachers responded
negatively to the Black males in this study. However, it is important to note that a number
of the participants had positive interactions with both White teachers and teachers of
color. Seven participants’ stories generated caring teachers as a major theme. The
subcategories in this section include:
1.

Teachers who listen to students.

2.

Teachers who provide substantial academic support.

3.

Teachers who relate to the racial, cultural, or community backgrounds of
their students.
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4.

Teachers who are motivated to teach.

5.

Teachers who develop a parent-teacher relationship.

Listening to Students
Nelson recalled a caring teacher who asked him to talk about his life at home.
“You can tell when a teacher did like you in class. You can tell because they would have
a conversation in class that did not have anything to do with the subject. The teacher
would ask you something about home.” The initiative demonstrated by this type of
teacher was important to Nelson. At the time, he was experiencing trouble at home and
believed that teachers who were aware of his circumstances would understand him better.
“I would tell the teacher and it would help me out. I was very open when all the troubles
were happening. I wanted to tell somebody so that the teachers would understand me
better.”
Nick also appreciated the ability to speak intimately with a teacher. “My religion
teacher was like a counselor to me. She and I would just talk and I would tell her what I
am struggling with or what is going on in my life and she would talk to me.” Nick also
described the difference between being able to talk to someone who communicated with
him on his level in contrast to a teacher who lacked the ability to communicate with
students. “My other teachers were just normal. I was glad that I could go to a teacher and
just talk to them on the same level. When you go to some teachers that act like they are
above you, you just cannot talk to them.”
Nelson and Nick’s stories suggest their teachers demonstrated a caring nature
when they initiated conversations that inquired about out of class issues including their
home life and personal troubles. These teachers listened to them talk and provided
support and feedback with interest and openness. Teachers were also perceived as caring
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when they communicated in a manner that was not condescending and based on
reciprocity.

Academic Support
In a previous section, Nelson and Maury reported feeling like teachers
intentionally withheld academic support from Black students. Rick described a different
type of experience in which a teacher reached out and offered him academic support,
despite his self-assessment of being “the slowest student in his class”:
Ms. Albright was a laid back teacher. She was the type of teacher who would take
the time to help you if you asked for it. If you asked for that help she would take
the time to help you. I was one of those kids who were the slowest in the class.
She never even cared as long as I got my problems done and most of my stuff was
right.
Rick’s experience suggest his teacher had a caring capacity for openness and a
willingness provide a class setting that supported his academic efforts. Dion was not as
quick as the other students in completing his homework. His teacher’s flexibility in
supporting his work efforts by recognizing his needs for additional time helped him to
complete his problems.
When Maury left a school where teachers did not appear to care about their
students, and moved to a school where the teachers did care, he reported a vastly different
experience:
When I went to Brookfield I really started to change because of the teachers there.
Some of the teachers at Brookfield were nice which I was not used to in my other
schools. The teachers actually cared about your education and the education
system. In public schools the teachers did not care at all. They could care less
about students. The teachers in public schools treated me like a number. When I
went to Brookfield teachers knew my name and welcomed me. The teachers
understood where I was coming from. You did not have to explain yourself. The
teachers helped you right from the beginning.
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Maury experienced caring teachers for the first time in his school history. The
teachers at Brookfield were able to relate to Maury by creating a caring, welcoming
educational environment where he was treated as a person instead of a number. These
new experiences with caring teachers that related to Maury as a person led him to acquire
a more positive outlook on life and school. “This made me nicer and I was happier when
I got to Brookfield.”
Rick and Maury’s experiences suggest that academic support is an important
aspect of their perceptions of what defines a caring teacher. Rick and Maury had positive
outcomes when they encountered teachers who were willing to provide consistent
academic support. In Rick’s example, the teacher demonstrated openness, availability,
and flexibility, which allowed him to complete his work with a positive educational
outcome. Maury’s experience suggests that teachers who provide consistent academic
support can influence students’ perceptions of themselves and attitudes toward school.
Relating to Racial, Cultural, and Community Backgrounds
Nelson and Dion described positive experiences with teachers who were able to
relate to the racial, cultural, and community backgrounds of their students. Nelson’s trade
teacher was aware of several problems that Nelson was having at home. The trade teacher
informed him about a paid summer internship at a local electric company. With his
teacher’s support, Nelson received the internship and was able to support himself
financially. Because Nelson’s teacher was able to listen, understand and relate to his
home situation, he subsequently provided an intervention that allowed Nelson to support
himself financially. The teacher’s intervention also compelled Nelson to become more
motivated toward completing his homework and higher levels of academic achievement.
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Nelson was competing with other students and had to get good grades in order to
maintain the summer internship:
My trade teacher told me there was a paid internship available at a local electric
company. The summer internship paid 14 dollars an hour for a 40 hour weekly
schedule. He told me that, “You have to get good grades and attendance.” I told
him that “I could do well to get the job because I was aware that they were only
able to pick 2 students out of about 18 kids.” I was only 16 and not working. I did
well in the sophomore year. I got the job and was so happy. The teacher knew I
was in trouble and helped me get the job. I worked at the electric company that
summer and made a good amount of money.
Having a teacher who provided him with support and encouragement helped
Nelson acquire not only an internship, but also a more positive outlook on life. He also
discovered the importance of working hard in school in order to achieve personal goals:
I did well in school and football. I was a changed person from middle school
when I was messing up and not going to school that much. I did well. I worked at
it very hard. I had a lot of school clothes. Before I had 2 pairs of jeans and 5
shirts. Going into my junior year I had more money. I bought a lot of clothes.
For Dion his experiences with a first grade teacher who responded to him as if she
was addressing her own son demonstrated a capacity to care and relate to him life a
family member:
In Dakar, the teachers really care. My first grade teacher cared about me. One
look in the eye with her and you would calm down. She would look at you as if
she is straightening out her son for doing something wrong.
Nelson and Dion’s experiences suggest that teachers who can relate to their
students’ racial, cultural or community backgrounds are perceived as caring. Dion’s
experience was positive because his teacher treated him like a family member and was
able to generate a positive learning environment, coupled with appropriate discipline in
the classroom. Dion’s experience also suggests that he responded more favorably to
teachers who treated him as “a member of the family.” Nelson’s experience suggests that
teachers who understand their students’ backgrounds can provide interventions that lead
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to positive personal and educational outcomes. The support that Nelson received helped
him to recognize the importance of striving for positive education and personal goals.
Motivated to Teach
The participants described teachers as motivated to teach when they went beyond
their regular teaching responsibilities or demonstrated a personal interest in providing
academic support. Nick had an English teacher who encouraged him to excel in English,
despite his difficulties with the subject:
I had an English teacher who really pushed me along. I struggled in English. She
would make sure that I did my work. If she would see me after school, she would
pull me over and try to go over something with me. She would tell me what I am
doing wrong in my writing. She was a good influence on me.
Nick’s teacher was able to see that Nick was struggling with English. She took a
personal interest in providing academic support to teach him writing skills. Because his
teacher cared and took great efforts during and after school to support Nick she was a
positive influence in his life.
Maury’s concept of motivated teachers involved both verbal communication, as
well as non-verbal indicators such as being available for academic assistance throughout
the school day, as well as after school:
You can tell when a teacher cares. In Brookfield some teachers will actually tell
you that they care. In my other schools the teachers did not dare to say something
like that. You know the teachers cared because just the little things they did. The
teachers helped you out. The teachers tutored you during lunch. The teachers
stayed after school to help you. The teachers were not getting paid for staying
after school. I thought, “these teachers really do care.”
Nick and Maury’s stories suggest that their teachers were perceived as caring
when they demonstrated a personal interest in providing support in their academic areas
that went beyond their regular teaching responsibilities.
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Parent-Teacher Relationship
The participants described the importance of teachers establishing a relationship
with their parents and discussing their academic progress with them to ensure academic
success. Yerick talked about teachers who informed not only their students about their
progress, but also established parent-teacher relationships to keep the parents informed:
If you are doing badly, a teacher who cares will pull you aside and say this is what
you are doing. You are not doing the greatest work. If you are doing bad they will
call your parents up and let your parents know that you are doing badly and that
you need to make this up or you need to do that.
Yerick story suggest his teachers’ attempts to reach out to his parents was a good
strategy to prevent him from failing the class. The teacher’s efforts to develop a
relationship with Maury and his parent demonstrated care and concern about Maury’s
academic progress.
Maury also recognized the importance of having caring teachers who
communicated with his mother:
A good teacher is someone who will call your mom and tell her that you did not
turn in your homework. A bad teacher will tell you that you failed the test and
walk away. A good teacher will call your parents. They will stay on your back.
When you are in middle school you hate all good teachers because they always
get you in trouble. You don’t want to get in trouble. I did not realize it until I
stayed back. Then you realize the good teachers really help you out. They really
care about your education. They want you to pass. They are not afraid to tell your
parents that you are failing. You get in trouble and your mom makes you stay in
the house but you find yourself doing your homework. A bad teacher will not say
anything about it. You find yourself falling further and further down.
Like Yerick, Maury came to understand that teachers who cared developed
strategies to support him in school, including strategies that reached beyond the teacherstudent relationship and included his mother. With this additional support, Maury began
to do his homework.
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Yerick and Maury’s experiences reveal the importance of teachers who develop
partnerships with parents and communicate about their academic needs and progress. In
collaboration with parents, caring teachers can identify academic intervention strategies
that lead to positive educational outcomes.
Summary
The participants in this section responded positively to teachers who demonstrated
concern for them through listening and communicating in an empowering manner.
Teachers were perceived as caring when they provided academic support, took the extra
time to address the needs of their students, and were willing and able to relate to the
participants’ racial, cultural, or community backgrounds. The caring teachers described
by the participants also effectively supported the academic and personal needs of their
students and developed intervention strategies, such as engaging their parents. Teachers
who had similar racial, cultural and community backgrounds were also perceived as
caring. I have included these experiences in the next section under Black teachers.
Connection with Black Teachers
This section explores the participants’ experiences with Black teachers. The
participants were eager to take classes with Black teachers, and described Black teachers
as having a connection and understanding that White teachers did not. The subcategories
in this section include:
1.

Black teachers' ability to relate because of similar racial and community
backgrounds.

2.

Rarity of Black teachers in schools.

3.

Black teachers’ ability to generate an interest and motivation for learning.
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Similar Community Racial Background
Dion lived with a large extended family during his early educational years.
Because the family had to pay for school, not all of the children could attend school
throughout the academic year. When Dion returned to school after missing a few
semesters, his teacher supported his efforts to make up his work. Dion believed this was a
positive experience because his teachers lived in the same community and were able to
relate to his circumstances:
Many of my family members were having kids. They couldn’t pay for each kid to
go to school so some semesters we would switch. Since I started school early they
would always cut off my schooling first. My family would say he is already
ahead. My family would tell me, “For these two months you will not go to school
so we can pay off for this person until we get back the money so you can go
back.” Whenever I went back it was easy to catch up because the teacher cared
about me.
Dion’s teachers were able to relate to him because they were members of his
community. “You could explain why you were not in school and the teachers would
understand because they live in the same exact societal environment and they would help
you catch up exactly where the other people were working.” His Black teacher’s
encouragement and support instilled in Dion a positive sense of self and education as well
as increased confidence in his academic abilities. “I would never think I am never going
to pass. The teachers make you think positively. It was so positive that you feel you are
on top of the world.”
Dion’s experience with his teacher suggests that teachers with similar racial,
cultural, or community backgrounds were able to provide support from a personal point
of reference that enabled them to understand and relate to the needs of Black students.
Dion’s Black teacher’s capacity to support and understand his racial, cultural and
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community needs significantly contributed to positive personal and educational
outcomes.
Like Dion, Yancy was also enrolled in a class taught by a Black teacher who lived
in his community:
I only had one teacher who lives in my community. There is this one teacher who
teaches African American history and she can relate because she is Black. That
right there tells me you know something because she is African American herself.
She probably learned about it from her mother/grandparents. She could relate to
us.
Yancy’s experience suggests that Black teachers with similar racial and
community backgrounds are perceived as being able to relate to Black students and better
able to share personal stories when teaching curriculum focusing on the Black
experience. Yancy provided a comparison to his interactions with White teachers:
The White teachers see the extra big shirts and things like urban wear and urban
dialect. The White teachers probably think some students are being rude by using
urban dialect when they are actually just talking to them. I had seen that happen
sometime where there was miscommunication. She will be like I really do not
understand or like that kid. I really do not like that kid and there is something
strange about him.
Yancy’s believed Black teachers were able to see him as a person rather than a
stereotype, unlike White teachers. In his experiences, Black teachers were also able to
understand and respond favorably to the communication styles of Black students while
White teachers often did not.
Dion described the difference in class environment when a Black teacher is
present in the classroom. “With Black teachers it was a totally different switch. You do
not feel the tension or being scared from the Black teachers. Being Black they already
been there where it was hard. They will push you and make you feel as if you are
wonderful.” He further contrasts his different educational experiences with Black and
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White teachers. If you have a White teacher he or she is not going to say, “Oh you have
to do it more.” I cannot connect with White teachers like I do with Black teachers.”
Dion’s experience reveals his Black teachers were able to foster a learning environment
where Dion could feel comfortable. Unlike his White teachers, Dion’s Black teachers
conducted themselves in a manner that did not project fear of Black males. The resulting
class environment motivated Dion and made him feel comfortable with himself.
Yancy and Dion’s experiences suggest their Black teachers with similar racial and
community backgrounds provided a positive learning environment. Yancy and Dion’s
Black teachers were able to personalize the curriculum focused on the Black experience,
and did not demonstrate negative attitudes and behaviors toward their clothing and
communication styles. Yancy and Dion also did not feel their Black teachers were afraid
of them in school.
Rarity of Black Teachers in Schools
The participants who described their experiences with Black teachers also noted
the limited opportunities to actually have a Black teacher in the classroom from
kindergarten to 12 grade. Dion remarked on the noticeable absence of Black teachers in
the Millville schools. “I never had a Black teacher in Millville. I maybe had a Black sub.
It is rare to find Black male teachers. You see old White ladies and that is it.” Dion’s
story suggests he was aware of the absence of Black teachers in his school experiences,
and the majority of his teachers were predominantly White and female.
Generate an Interest in and Motivation for Learning
The participants felt their Black teachers were able to create a supportive class
environment that instilled in them the desire to learn and acquire a positive interest in
education. Dion attended a school with Black teachers who increased his motivation for
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school and education. “In New York I always felt connected with the Black teachers. I
used to hate going home. I could not wait for Monday. With Black teachers I always felt
that I wish to have an African American Teacher.” Dion felt connected to his Black
teachers and wanted to attend more classes taught by Black teachers.
Nigel described the first time he was taught by a Black teacher, and how that
teacher generated and increased interest in learning about history:
The first school I entered during the 7th grade was Higgins elementary school. As
I entered in to this school it was the first time I had a Black teacher in a history
class. This was the first time I had an African American teacher in a core class. I
had never been taught history from that perspective. History was always taught to
me straight out of the book. History was always taught word for word from what
the textbook would say. The teacher I had in 7th grade helped me and my other
classmates to think beyond the book.
Nigel’s experience suggests that he was aware of “traditional” (by the book)
teaching methods, and could also recognize his Black teacher’s use of nontraditional
teaching methods, which appealed to him and motivated him to learn more.
Summary
According to the participants’ stories, Black teachers were perceived to provide
academic and personal support that led to increased motivation, self-confidence and
worth. The participants noticed an absence of Black teachers in their schools, and
expressed a desire to be taught by more Black teachers. Those who did have an
opportunity to study with Black teachers with similar racial and community backgrounds
felt well understood as individuals, rather than as stereotypes. They also reported feeling
a sense of connection with Black teachers, who did not respond to them with
apprehension or fear.
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Family Influences
This section differs from the preceding sections because the family influence is an
out-of-school factor that affects in-school academic outcomes. However, this section is
important because it reveals how family issues can impact a student’s ability, or inability
to perform at high academic levels. The subcategories in this section include:
1.

Parental monitoring of out of school activities.

2.

Parental involvement with school work.

3.

Parental involvement in schools.

4.

Blended families.

5.

Participants’ involvement with siblings.

6.

Community family involvement.

Parental Monitoring of Out-of-School Activities
Descriptions of parental monitoring of out-of-school activities revealed negative
personal and academic outcomes for the participants. Nick recalled the impact of living
with his “over protective” grandparents after his mother died in kindergarten:
My grandmother was overprotective. I really could not go out that much. I could
not play with any friends. My only childhood friends I was really close to were
my two cousins. I would just stay home a lot and watch TV. I never really read
that many books.
Nick believed his grandparents’ overprotection effected his writing ability and
speaking ability in school:
This is why I am probably so quiet to people right now. I do not talk that much at
all. It influenced my speech skills. In English class when we have to do oral
presentations, I am always the shy nervous one. This had a negative impact on me
for English class because I have to work hard to turn in a decent paper. I struggle
with English a lot.
Nick’s experience suggests that his grandparents’ overprotective relationship
influenced his ability to effectively communicate with peers and speak in school-related
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activities. Nick’s grandparents monitored his out-of-school activities, but did not ensure
he used his time constructively to complete schoolwork and develop academic skills,
which led to negative outcomes in his academic subjects. Nelson described how it felt to
be constantly left at home by himself:
In middle school other kids were doing other things. When I was playing football
my mom was going out every night. I would get home from school around 3:30
and be scared until I left for practice at 4:30.1 would be at practice until 5:00.1
would come home and go to sleep because no one was home. During football
season I was waking up at 3 or 4 in the morning. I would stay up until I had to go
to school. It was real hard staying alone because I was always scared of
everybody.
Nelson’s experience suggests his mother was an absent parent, and her inability to
monitor Nelson’s activities created an environment that was frightening and
unsupervised. Nelson’s school related activities were the only structure in his life.
Nick and Nelson’s experiences with parental monitoring were different, yet the
outcomes were negative in both cases. For Nick, the overprotectiveness of his
grandmother prevented him from developing communication skills necessary to build
relationships with peers and perform well in school activities that required speaking. In
Nick’s story he described a home environment with an absent parent. Because his mother
provided no monitoring, he was constantly alone and frightened of people as a result. His
school activities were the only structure in his life during this period of time.
Parental Involvement in Schoolwork
Rick’s parents appeared to use two different strategies when involving themselves
in his homework. His stepfather told him to do the homework, but did not consistently
make sure that he completed it. His mother attempted to motivate him to complete his
homework by linking it to being accepted at a good college.
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Rick shared his experiences with his mother and stepfather, and described their
involvement in his schoolwork:
My stepdad was the one who would tell me to do my homework. He really
wouldn’t force it but my mom was so driven to tell me, “Look boy you need to do
your homework. You need to do this. If you are not going to do it then there is not
going to be anything coming for you. You are not going to get into any good
schools.” I would think, “Yeah mom, I heard this before. I heard it like 100
times.” She just kept trying to drill it in my head. I would tune her out.
Neither parent followed up; therefore, while there was parental involvement in
Rick’s household, the lack of monitoring through to completion resulted in negative
educational outcomes. Nick described how grandparents did not get involved with his
schoolwork:
When I bring home something to do my grandparents were not really there to help
me. I had to do a lot of stuff on my own. If I ever needed help, I would turn to my
cousin Lisa. That was pretty much it. I was pretty much on my own when it came
to my schoolwork.
Nick’s experience suggests that he did most of his schoolwork without the
assistance of family members, and occasionally relied on a cousin for help.
Nelson described what it was like when his mother did not support him with his
schoolwork:
At the point we were moving around, my mom was not telling me, “You have to
do this. You have to do your work.” She was not around to tell me to do the work.
Some kids were going home and they had their parents tell them, “You have to do
this better.” I started to realize that when I was doing it on my own I was going
home and looking at the work. I actually understood the work rather than just
doing it. I did better than when I was doing it before.
Nelson’s story indicates that he realized his mother’s lack of involvement placed
him at a disadvantage in comparison to other students. Nelson’s story also revealed that
students cannot always understand the importance of completing homework on their own,
and need parents to tell them why schoolwork is significant. Yet in the absence of a
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parent Nelson was eventually able to create his own strategy in order to successfully
complete his homework.
Rick, Nick, and Nelson’s stories revealed similarities and differences in parental
involvement with their school activities. Rick’s parents often told him to do his
school work, while Nick’s grandparents and Nelson’s mother did not. These experiences
suggest that parental involvement with schoolwork, or the lack thereof, was important to
the participants’ academic success. However, even regular parental involvement was
inadequate when parents only told the participants to do their work, as opposed to
following up to ensure the work was done.
Parental Involvement in Schools
Parental involvement in schools can be described as parents who actively went
into the schools to advocate for their children in various ways including, attending
meetings, joining parent-teacher associations, establishing relationships with teachers to
monitor and support academic progress. The following section varies from its
predecessors because the parents discussed in this section went into the schools to
advocate for their young Black male students. Yancy described how his mother supported
is academic progress through her involvement with teachers and attending meetings at
school:
All through middle school, high school and even elementary my mom would
come up to the school and talk to the teachers. My mom played a big part in
elementary school. In high school she went to all the open house. She got
involved with my teachers. She tried to make sure that I was on the right path to
get good grade and see what my potential was.
Yannick’s mother supported him with his speech impediment in elementary
school by advocating for his special needs. “I used to be in title 1 when I was in
elementary school. My mom fought for me. She used to take me to speech therapy
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because I have a stuttering problem.” Yannick’s experience revealed that his mother
played an important role in making sure he received quality assistance in school and the
support of a specialist to address his stuttering problem.
Yerick recalled how his mother learned of his poor academic performance in
school. “The teacher would either crack down or give up. Eventually my mom would
come to school and ask the teachers, why are you doing this? why are you doing that?
The teachers would tell her ‘your child is not doing anything.”’ He also remembered her
response to becoming aware of his performance. “My mom would say, you make me
look like a fool I go into the school to help you out and it ends up getting thrown in my
face that you are not doing anything. I have to constantly hear this.” Yerick did not want
his mother to appear foolish when she met with his teachers, and worked harder to
provide her with more leverage. “I decided let me do something so if she comes to school
my mom can actually say this is what he has actually done. I wanted to help her out a
little bit.” Yerick’s story suggests that by communicating her willingness to support him
if he completed his work, his mother has a positive impact on his studies.
Yancy, Yannick, and Yerick’s experiences revealed it was important for
participants to have parents who were involved in their schools. The participants’ parents
were able to support them by attending meetings, open houses, and being advocates in
schools for their academic needs.
Blended Families
Families were considered “blended” when a new person became a member of an
established family unit. Both Nigel and Rick’s families were blended by the arrival of
new stepfathers. Nigel reported:
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During the summer between my sophomore and my junior year my stepfather and
I were having some difficulties. It was kind of tough for me to adapt into having a
stepfather. It was always my mother and I from birth until the age of 12. I do not
remember my father because I was 11 months when he died. It was always my
mother and me. In a way my mother was the mother and father. She wore the
pants in the house.
Nigel expressed some difficulties with adjustment during this period of time,
which included not only a new stepfather but moving to a new city. “It was hard for me
to deal with that. Moving to Chicago was a hard transition in my life.” Nigel eventually
had some negative encounters with his stepfather. As a result, he decided to leave home
and move back to Millville:
I became protective of my mother. My stepfather and I had a few fallouts. We
even had fistfights. Anything you can name we have gotten into it for little things
and major things. It got to the point where one of us had to go. I was full of
anguish. Because of all this, I moved back to Millville.
Nigel’s experience suggests that his new family unit did not blend in a positive,
constructive manner.
Unlike Nigel, Rick’s new stepfather was a positive addition to his life:
When I was about 8 years old, I started to gain a real good relationship with my
mom. It was just her and me. My stepfather came into my life at that time. I really
did not know him so you don’t really trust a person right away. He came into the
home. Once I was able to know him, we were able to build a good relationship.
We were able to trust each other more.
Nigel and Rick’s experiences with blended families underscore the importance of
developing trust in new relationships. The initial phase of blending families was stressful
and uneasy for the participants. In both stories the participants were initially the only men
in the house with their mothers. The conflict developed because these young Black were
not used to sharing their mothers with other men. For some participants the conflict with
their new stepdads led to verbal and nonverbal battles including fistfights and heated
arguments.
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Participants Involvement with Siblings
The participants’ involvement with their siblings directly effected their ability to
cope with daily life, an absent parent, motivation towards schoolwork and their
understanding of being a positive role model.
/

The data revealed that involvement with siblings affected the participants’ desire
to strive toward positive personal and academic outcomes, as well as emphasized the
need for sibling support in the absence of a parent. Maury recognized the importance of
being a role model in his relationships with his younger brother and sister:
My brother and sister influence me to do better because my mom would tell me
my younger brother is going to do what I do. I did not see it but now I am starting
to see everything. I guess I am getting older and see him doing things that I did
when I was his age. I want him to have two role models, Robby and me.
Maury explained why he believed it was important to be a role model for his
younger brother and sister. “I have to make my game a lot better because I realize that I
have people watching me now. When you have little brothers and sisters around, you
have to do everything right. You have to respect your mother. You do not want them to
do badly.” His experience suggests he understood that he needed to exhibit positive
behaviors and attitudes in order to be a role model for his younger siblings.
Nelson described missing the supportive role his sister provided when she left the
household. “My mom and sister got into an argument. My sister ended up moving out.
My sister and I were really tight together. It was hard for her to move out. She used to
take care of me when my mom would work. She ended up moving out and I stayed
there.” Nelson’s sister was an important caregiver in his life who provided supervision
and support when his mom worked. His sister’s absence resulted in him often being home
alone without any supervision.
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Maury and Nelson’s stories suggest different types of involvement in sibling
relationships. As the oldest child, Maury felt pressure and the need to serve as a positive
role model for his younger siblings. As the youngest child. Nelson felt the absence of an
important source of support and nurturing from his older sister when she moved out.
Community Family
Community family is described as members of the extended community who are
not necessarily blood relative or members of the primary family unit. Community family
members offered shelter, safe havens, food, emotional, and academic support.
Community members provided this support in their own homes on a temporary or
extended period of time. The participants described several examples of community
family members who provided academic and personal support in the absence of a parent.
Nelson recalled how a friend’s mother supported him when his own mother was arrested
for selling drugs:
I was not at home that much. I was scared of staying home because I was thinking
about the fire and the cops coming to my house. I stayed at my friend’s house for
most of the 9th grade. His mom took care of me that year. My mom would come
over to visit sometimes but not that much. My 9th grade was over. I did well in
school. I was going to the 10th grade year.
The support provided by a friend’s mother created a level of stability that helped
Nelson successfully complete the 9th grade.
Yannick described the support he received from his godparents after his mother
became seriously ill:
At the beginning of the 12th grade year, my mom had a nervous breakdown. She
went into a coma. It brought my grades down. I was playing soccer at that time. I
was supposed to go to college. I had decided I was going to super stress for As
and Bs this year. It pulled my motivation down. It was hard. Around January, I
moved in with my godparents and they helped me with my education and
tutoring. They helped me to pull up my grades.
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Nelson and Yannick’s experiences suggest that community family involvement
was beneficial to both their personal and academic endeavors. The community family
members were able to recognize how the participants’ parents were unable to support
their needs. By providing a safe, secure home environment, and providing personal and
academic support, the community family members contributed to positive outcomes for
the participants.
Summary
The participants’ in this section revealed the various ways in which their families
affected their educational experiences. The participants felt supported when parents
attended school meetings and advocated for them with their teachers. This support led to
some of the participants feeling good about themselves and striving to do better with their
school work. The participants’ experiences with blended families revealed the lack of
communication and building trust resulted in negative outcomes. Siblings were an
integral competent in the participants’ lives. Participants recognized the importance of
having the support of an older sibling when there is a parent who is consistently absent
from the home. For participants with younger siblings there was an understanding of the
responsibility of being a role model through positive attitudes and behavior in their
personal and academic endeavors.
The Degree of Motivation
The data revealed that all of the participants experienced varying degrees of
motivation to complete their schoolwork and graduate from high school, based on their
interactions with parents, peers, teachers. The subcategories in this section include:
1.

Participants’ involvement with peers.

2.

Participants’ involvement with parents.
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3.

Participants’ involvement with teachers.

4.

High school graduation/attending college.

Peer Involvement
There were numerous examples in which the participants’ involvement with their
peers had a negative or positive effect on their degree of motivation toward completing
schoolwork. Nick described entering the 12th grade feeling motivated to do well in
school:
When I came to the 12 grade I thought I was going to do well. I felt like I was
going to put in the effort. Once I got that popularity thing going it did not work
out like that. I was more involved with friends instead of my schoolwork. I did
not want it to happen. It just happened.
In Nick’s case, his increased involvement with peers and the desire to be popular
superceded his initial desire to succeed academically.
Maury related a different example, in which his source of motivation emanated
from a friendly sense of competition with a peer:
In high school it got more competitive but in a good way. The kind of competition
that helps you progress in your studies. My friend Kyle and I would discuss our
test results. He would say, “I got a 90,” I would say, ‘‘Oh really, then we will have
to see about that on the next test.” We would actually go at it to get better grades.
It would be fun. My friends impacted my education for the good.
Maury’s experience suggests he was motivated to do well because of his
relationship with his peer, and that he recognized how the competition had a positive
impact on his educational outcomes. For both Maury and his peer, the competition that
existed between them was a “fun way to get better grades.”
Nelson compared his behavior in class and unwillingness to work hard at his
schoolwork with other peers who were getting higher grades:
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I always wanted to make people laugh. I would get the work done. There are
some students who laugh at the jokes but I was always told they are laughing at
you and not with you. I started noticing that I realized that these same students
were getting A and Bs and here I am getting Cs. I realized that acting in this way
was nothing. It was like being in elementary school.
When Nelson realized that he wanted to get A’s and B’s like his peers, he began
to apply himself by doing homework and studying for his tests:
The difference was that I was paying attention more. I cut the jokes out. I was
doing all the work. When I was being the class clown I would go home and not
study for the actual test. I wanted to do better and be just like the students who
were getting As and Bs.
Nelson’s experience suggests that he was able to contrast his lack of academic
success to his peers, and recognize that his behavior was holding him back. He was also
able to see how changing his classroom behavior and applying himself to his schoolwork
could lead to higher academic achievement.
Nick, Maury and Nelson’s experiences with their peers positively and negatively
affected their motivation toward completing schoolwork, studying for tests, and other
academic pursuits.
Involvement with Parents
The data revealed that parental of involvement was not usually adequate to
motivate the participants to complete their schoolwork. Rick described how his mother
consistently asked him about the status of his work:
I was just lazy. I think I always had a habit of just being lazy. My mom always
told me that I was lazy and to get up. I watched a lot of TV and sometimes I
would procrastinate and would tell myself, I am going to do the homework now.
Some TV shows would come on and I would say, “I will wait to do my
homework.” I would hide my homework so my mom would not get mad at me.
My mom asked me as soon as she got home, “Did you do your homework?” I
would tell her yes. I really did not do my homework.
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Rick intentionally engaged in other activities that interfered with his ability to
complete his homework. In addition, in response to his mother’s questions, he resorted to
hiding his work and lying about it.
Dion described how his parents pushed him to do better in his classes:
When I am in school my parents push me, and when I am home they push me.
They tell me, “You need to focus” and I think, “Yeah, I do need to focus.” You
really believe it. As soon as you get to school everything you parents said is in
your memory. Your body will not do it. You will not do it. You will not know
why. I would ask myself, “Why am I getting a bad grade when I know this?” I am
sitting here wondering about nothing and daydreaming. I used to always
daydream.
Dion’s experience suggests that his parents’ involvement was not enough to
increase his motivation toward his schoolwork. Dion was unable to understand why he
could not do his schoolwork, but clearly revealed his inability to stay focused in class.
Rick and Dion’s experiences with parents’ involvement did not always lead to
increased motivation, but they were not certain why. Even with parental involvement, the
participants were aware that they developed habits such as watching TV and
procrastinating that interfered with their ability and desire to complete their schoolwork.
Involvement with Teachers
When the participants perceived their involvement with teachers as negative,
there was a lowered degree of motivation toward completing schoolwork. Yerick, who
was labeled, “Special Ed.” early in his education, recognized that that he did not have to
work hard to complete his schoolwork:
When I first started school, I was doing well. I then realized that I did not have to
do well. I could just put all the work aside. The teachers put me in special
education and I was like ok. I will live with it. The teachers helped me out and it
was a lot easier.
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Yerick came to realize he did not have to apply himself, and he could ask for
assistance from the teachers and they would complete his homework:
All I had to do was ask the teachers a question and they would help me with my
homework. The teachers would basically do my homework for me. That is
basically what I did most of the time. I coasted through my early school years real
easy then I came to Millville. I carried the same thing over. I had made up my
mind to try to change but old habits die hard. When I got into Millville, I did the
same exact thing.
Yerick learned early in his educational history there was no need for him to work
hard to complete his schoolwork. The label of “Special Ed” created a pattern where his
teachers completed his homework. In his early educational history school, school was
easy for Yerick and it was difficult for him to break the pattern.
Dion described his experience with an uncaring teacher who negatively affected
his motivation toward schoolwork in her class. Dion later realized his response to his
teacher was only negatively impacting his academic success:
I used to always think that when the teachers’ say does something I was doing it
for them. At that time I did not understand that I was doing it for myself. I could
see that the teachers did not care and they were telling me to do my work. If you
do not care and you want me to do it then I do not care either. It is like a downfall.
If I can see somebody does not care and they ask me to do something it is like a
test. I think, “What will happen if I don’t do it.” The teachers just kept on acting
the same way. After a while you have gotten used to being lazy.
Dion’s perception of his teacher as uncaring negatively affected both current and
future motivation toward completing schoolwork. He also described his experience with a
teacher who communicated negative messages about him and how those messages effect
on his motivation toward school:
Sometimes the teacher’s opinion slips out and even though they might not think
so it hits me. Sometimes, out of the whole year just that little part can just hit me
the most. The message can get stuck on my head. Once it gets stuck on my head I
will tell myself forget about school. It is really there.
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Dion characterized his responses to these messages as similar to “war between the
student and teacher.”
Sometimes you will see some teachers get and if you do not do your homework. It
is kind of like war between the student and the teacher. It is like ok I do not yell
out loud, I do not swear, but what I can do is not to do my homework, which
makes the teacher mad. I am not putting any kind of violence into to teacher, but I
am not doing well in class. I am just making you mad. I can see that in your face
that I am not making you happy.
Dion’s experiences suggest that he internalized the teachers’ negative messages
and became less motivated toward school as a result. In response, he devised a strategy of
not completing his homework, which incited the teacher’s anger.

High School Graduation/Attending College
The participants reported feeling highly motivated to complete coursework as a
result of connecting their completed coursework to graduating from high school and
.L

attending college. Yancy described applying himself academically in the 12

grade to

ensure that he received his diploma:
This year I just don’t see myself caught up in leaving early or trying to get a few
minutes in the hallway to skip. Basically with the faculty and counselors you just
work with them to try to be successful. Throughout high school I never make the
honor roll or anything. I was always something short. I always got a D in
something. There was always that one subject where I would get a bad grade. This
year I tried different ways to approach different subjects. I did not approach
school the same way that I did last year. I said this year that I am going to do a lot
more work, and work with the teachers to make sure I turn in my assignments.
Yancy noticed other students were staying after school for help in their subject
areas, and decided to follow suit to support his goal of graduating from school. “I started
staying after school for certain teachers on selected days to just work with them to make
sure nothing messes up my reign for the diploma.” His experiences suggest that his goal
of graduating motivated him to develop new strategies to ensure academic success in the
12th grade.
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Nelson described the impact of thinking about college and feeling more motivated
toward schoolwork in the 12th grade:
I matured a lot in the 12th grade. I matured by going home and doing the work. I
was in school and doing the work. I matured on my own taking care of myself and
doing the right thing. I also matured school wise. I am not moving on to the next
level. Going to college you have to be smart in everything. In school instead of
taking music classes and gym I try to take extra classes so I can learn more and
keep school in me.
College provided a powerful motivation for Nelson to take extra educational
courses that would help him make the transition to college.
Summary
The participants in this section revealed that their motivations had a number of
different sources, which positively and negatively affected their desire to achieve
academic success. Negative factors included labeling, e.g., “Special Ed.,” uncaring
teachers, and peers. In response to these negative factors, the participants developed
strategies in and out of the classroom, such as lying about their homework, not studying
for exams, and falling into patterns of behavior (e.g., watching television) that were
difficult to break.
Positive sources of motivation included peer-to-peer academic competition and
personal goal setting, such as graduating from high school and attending college.
Participants with goals and/or friendly sources of competition were able to develop
strategies that addressed academic deficiencies and substantively supported their efforts
to reach their goals.
The Role of Anger and Fighting
This section explores the participants’ experiences with anger and fighting in
schools. The data revealed anger and fighting were prevalent at various times during the
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participants’ educational experiences. There were six participants whose stories generated
this as a major theme. The subcategory in this section is teacher involvement. There is
only one subcategory because the participants’ experiences detailed the roles of teachers
inadequately addressing their anger through supportive resources.
Maury described how he felt angry with people attempted to get his teachers to
listen and treat him fairly:
I was frustrated because people were not listening. No one understood me. People
were not talking the time to listen to what I had to say. I thought maybe if I acted
up and did violence like punch people around maybe they would finally listen to
me and what I had to say.
Maury further described his frustration with a teacher who he believed unfairly
judged him:
The teachers judge a book by its cover. The teachers will look at you and say he
must be this way before they even talked to me. A lot of teachers did this in
school. It was mostly the teachers because they did not respect you. The teachers
treated you like and animal. The teachers treated you like a dog. You were pretty
much on your own.
Maury’s experiences suggest his expression of anger and fighting were an attempt
to get others to listen to and respect him. He felt isolated from the teachers, and this
isolation led to a continuous cycle of anger and fighting.
Nigel stated that he held in his anger because of his inability to discuss personal
experiences with teachers and receive their support:
The only people I say more than my mother were my teachers. They knew me
better than anyone. I would tell them about a situation that I saw or that I
witnessed and they would be appalled or they would not believe what I heard or
witnessed. It was hard for them to relate to solution to those problems. A lot of
things that I experienced I had to hold in. I had a lot of anger that I held in. I had
to hold in a lot of anger when I was dealing with my stepfather because there was
no one there for me to talk to.
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Nigel felt that his teachers were unable to relate to his experiences, and those that
listened responded in ways that made him uncomfortable sharing more details.
Nelson attributed his teachers’ responses to his fighting and anger related to his
home experiences:
In the 7th grade it was real bad. I would get into trouble. I had fighting problems
too. I was real bad in the 7th grade. I know that year was bad for me. I think it was
about everything that had happened to me. I knew I had to take it out on
something so I ended up taking it out on other kids that would get me angry. It
was all that stuff from moving around.
In response to his behavior, Nelson said, “Some teachers looked at me like I was a
bad kid but they just don’t understand that all that stuff builds up. I always felt that I
wanted somebody to talk to and release all my stress. It builds up a lot of points.”
Although Nelson still experiences stressful situations, he feels that he can handle
the stress in a more constructive manner:
Even now sometime all the stuff with my mom builds up. Not having your parents
breaks you down sometimes. I don’t fight anymore. I do not settle things that
way. I keep to myself. If something happens at my house, I am not going to blame
it on this kid. I don’t do it anymore. I learned that is not the way to do it.
Nelson’s story suggests that his teachers were not a resource for him to discuss
the personal problems that were causing stress in his life. Nelson wanted to talk to his
teachers about his experiences, but could not, which resulted in more stress that he found
difficult to release in a constructive manner. Nelson now understands that he should not
project his anger toward his peers because they are not the source of it.
Summary
The participants in this section revealed that both in-school and out-of-school
experiences led to feelings of anger and hostility, which resulted in fighting. Their
teachers’ inability to support or serve as resources to them created environments that
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further escalated these emotions and led to more fighting. In some cases, participants
fought to attract attention and opportunities to be heard by their teachers.
The Role of Sports
Sports were considered an important component in the lives of eight of the
participants, all of whom reported feeling encouraged in sports by coaches, family
members, and peers, yet with positive and negative results. The subcategories for this
section include:
1.

School involvement.

2.

Family involvement.

3.

Peer involvement.

School Involvement
Participants felt their coaches in school pushed them to compete in sports to the
detriment of their academic success. They also reported deceptive promises of future
professional sports careers. Dion related the following experience:
If you play a sport that is the only place that you feel pushed that you can succeed.
For some reason I don’t know how it gets to your head. I played football for one
year and they told me that I could go to the pros. You go to the gym and start
lifting thinking I can go to the pros. It is kind of like brainwashing.
Dion's story suggests he received more support as an athlete than in any of his
other school related activities. His coaches also would used deceptive practices to keep
him interested in football, including telling Dion that he had the skills to play
professional football.
Nigel also described how focusing on being a school athlete affected his grades.
When sports because the focus of Nigel’s school experience, it resulted in poorer grades
and more incidents at school:
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The transition from middle school to high school was also a big change that I had
to go through. My grades slipped. I was not on the honor roll as much. I got into a
little more trouble than I did when I was in elementary and middle school. It was
kind of tough for me to adapt to a large school. I was also an athlete at school. I
was only concentrating on being an athlete.
Both Dion and Nigel were pushed to participate in sports by their coaches. Their
participation in sports became the focus of their school life. The participants were
sometimes given unrealistic expectations for professional sport careers.
Family Involvement
The data revealed the participants’ families also encouraged them to participate in
sports early in their lives. Eager to please their families, they did so, but the time the
spent on sports did not necessarily bring them personal happiness. Yancy’s uncle
encouraged him to become involved with sports since the 7th grade. “My uncle thought
sports was a thing I wanted to do. He enrolled me into the YMCA since middle school
when my uncle gave me my first membership for my birthday. When I was in the 7th
grade he always encouraged me to go there and play sports.”
Rick was encouraged by his stepfather to play football in school:
I stopped trying to make people happy with basketball and focused more on
making myself happy and playing football. I found that football for me came
naturally. It was so much easier to play. My stepdad told me that I have the talent
and look natural on the football field. I really started playing football in the 9th
grade.
Yancy and Rick’s experiences suggest families can influence their rate of
participation in sports. The participants were encouraged at an early age to play sports,
which they did to please their family members.
Peer Involvement
Peer pressure also contributed to the participants’ involvement with sports. The
participants reported being encouraged by their peers and feeling the importance of fitting
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into a group. Rick recalled that his peers encouraged him to play basketball because of
his height. “Most of my sports activities center on basketball. Everybody was like you are
tall. You really should be playing basketball. I said, “Ok” but it didn’t really seem natural
to me. I still kept playing basketball because I felt that I could do better.” The influence
of his peers led Rick to pursue a sport that he did not feel comfortable playing, but
continued with in the hopes of improvement.
Nelson described learning from a friend the importance of having a back up plan
if his football career was unsuccessful. “When I was going to high school, I used to tell
Alan that I just want to go to college and play football. I never realized you needed
something else. Alan used to tell me, what happens if you get hurt playing football?”
Nelson’s friend encouraged him to think about an alternative to football in the event that
he was injured.
As with family encouragement, peers also encouraged Nelson and Rick’s
participation in sports.
Summary
The participants in this section revealed they sometimes felt more support as
athletes rather than students. Their coaches encouraged them to participate in sports and
instilled unrealistic expectations of professional careers. Family members and peers
encouraged them to participate in sports, which they did, but not necessarily with
personal enjoyment.
The Influence of Black Male Role Model
This section explores how Black male role models influenced the participants’
lives. The data revealed that participants were able to clearly identify the characteristics
of a Black male role model. While most described the need to have one, a few stated they
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did not, yet acknowledged their lives could have turned out better if a Black male role
model had been present. There were seven participants whose stories generated Black
male role models as a major theme. The subcategories in this section include:
1.

Positive Black male role models.

2.

Absence of Black male role models.

Positive Black Male Role Models
Yancy described his uncle as a positive Black male role model:
My uncle influenced me a lot. He tried to make me into a young man. He tried to
get me ready for the world that is out there. He tried to make sure I do things but
in a safe manner. He always calls me and gives me advice. He is the advice guy.
There is no male figure around. He is a guy who is a gentleman. He would give
me advice about different tings. He would tell me to watch out for girls and obey
my mother.
Yancy’s story suggests that his uncle played an important and consistent role in
shaping his view of the world. His uncle was also influenced his understanding of
positive ways to behave in society, and prepared him to deal with the many challenges he
would encounter in society.
Nick had two Black male role models, his uncle and grandfather:
My uncle was a role model. He always wanted something in life. He is the only
family member that went to college and got his master’s degree in accounting. He
has always gotten good grades and worked hard for what he has. My grandfather
is also a hard worker.
Unlike Yancy, whose uncle was a consistent source of support and advice, Nick’s
described his uncle and grandfather as role models because of their hard work, education,
and in their work experiences.
Maury described the influence of a male role model, his stepfather, on his ability
to deal with school and life events in a constructive manner:
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I think maybe this was when I started to grow up and realize it was just a good
school. In the 9th grade my mom met Robby. He started to be my role model. He
taught me how to be a man and take care of my own stuff. He taught me a lot of
ways of being mature in life. He taught me how to deal with things the right way.
They eventually got married.
Maury’s stepfather encouraged him to have a more positive outlook on school and
develop positive strategies for addressing the various issues in his life. Yancy, Nick and
Maury’s experiences suggest their perceptions of positive Black male role models were
based on the level of support they received from their role models, building positive,
trusting relationships with individuals who were a consistent presence in their lives. The
participants also described positive Black male role models as men who attained a
college degree or worked hard in their jobs.
Absence of Black Male Role Models
The participants described the absences of Black male role models in the
participants live in two different ways. Some of the participants desired to have their
father as role models in their lives. They did not believe their mothers would be able to
discuss or understand some male related issues as well as participate in male related
activities. Yannick described his experience of not having a father in his life:
It affects me in the way like Father’s day. Not being able to sit here and wrestle
with somebody other than your sister. I have to sit here and talk with my mom. It
affects me a lot because I can just get the female perspective. I also need someone
to give me manly advice. There is some advice my mom can’t give me. It is now
hard trying to establish a relationship with him.
Yannick provides further details on the “men stuff’ he wishes he could discuss
with his father:
I wished I could have that father connection so I can sit here and talk to him about
stuff. There is certain stuff I cannot talk to my mom about. I cannot talk to my
mom about men stuff and what is going on with puberty, sex, girls and
relationships. There are only certain things that you can talk to your father about
that you cannot talk to a female or your mom.
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He continued with this observation:
You don’t want to feel like you are disrespecting your mom. So you keep the stuff
to yourself, then after you try to look for that relationship with somebody else like
your grandfather and godfather.
Yannick’s story reveals his sense of loss because of his father’s absence, as well
as his belief in needing a male figure in the house for physical play and “manly” advice
that his mother might be unable to provide as a woman.
Nigel offered a slightly different perspective:
In a way not having a male mentor has helped me now in life. I never had a father.
I had my grandfather, uncles, and cousins. I could look up to them, however,
when I moved to Chicago, the only family that I had there was my mother. There
were no other men there. There was no male influence in my life. I was not
looking for a father/son relationship with my stepfather. In a way it made me
independent. If I had a problem, I either dealt with it by myself or I learned to
brush things off. One thing I never wanted to be is a burden on my mother. I tried
to avoid coming to her with problems. She would find out later on and ask me
why you didn’t tell me.
The absence of a Black male role model in Nigel's life resulted in his desire to be
more independent. Nigel did have a stepfather, but he did not consider him to be a role
model. As such, he had to resolve many of his own problems because he did not want to
burden his mother. He did acknowledge that he might have avoided some mistakes if
there was a male mentor in his life. “In a way not having a male mentor helped me, but I
feel that if I had a male mentor, I could have avoided some of the mistakes that I did
make.”
Yannick and Nigel's stories suggest there was a sense of loss because of the
absence of a positive Black male role model. While Yannick story emphasized his need
for his father as a role model in his life, Nigel did not believe his stepfather was a male
role model. Both participants did acknowledge the usefulness of having a role model who
was their to listen and give advice on “male related” and other issues. The participants
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did not always feel comfortable addressing male issues and problems with their mothers,
and were aware of having to deal with many of their personal issues on their own.
Summary
According to the stories of participants, Black male role models are important to
personal growth and development, both personally and academically. Black male role
models supported the participants and provided them with advice that they believed that
their mothers could not provide as women. The participants also communicated they did
not want to add to their mothers’ burdens by sharing their own personal problems. The
Black men in the participants’ were considered role models when they demonstrated
positive behaviors such as providing consistent support to participants and their families,
working hard in their careers, and attaining college degrees.
Chapter Summary
This chapter revealed the interconnectedness of the various themes generated
from the interviews. Working in concert, the themes had both negative and positive
effects on the educational experiences of the participants. For example, negative family
influences lowered the participants’ interest in and motivation for education, while caring
teachers increased them. The themes reported in this chapter suggest that it was
detrimental when the out-of-school experiences of the participants were not
acknowledged in their in-school settings. The themes also demonstrated the participants’
awareness of their educational experiences and highlighted the resulting academic
outcomes.
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CHAPTER 6
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND ANALYSIS OF STUDY FINDINGS IN
RELATIONSHIP TO LITERATURE REVIEW
In the preceding chapter, I generated a number of themes out of the data using a
grounded theory approach. Though extremely interesting in their own right, these themes
do not explicitly answer the research questions that took me to this study. In this chapter I
move from the themes that were grounded in the data to explicit answers to my questions
drawn upon the data.
As noted earlier the purpose of my study was to examine the perspectives of low
income, 12th grade Black males who live in the inner city and whom I contacted through
various after school and other activities. In my interviews with them, I asked them openended questions that would generate their thinking about factors that effected their
educational experiences. Those factors were questions that I described in the
methodology chapter (Chapter 3) and the introduction chapter (Chapter 1). I will now
turn to those questions to present the study findings and additionally provide an analysis
of where the study findings were consistent, inconsistent or went beyond the literature
review.
Research Question 1
My first question asked about the participants’ understanding of the role of peer
affiliations both in school/and out of school:
■

What are the factors that Black male youth identify as obstacles/supports in
their relationship with peers both in school/ and out of school?

In the stories that these Black males told me of their relationships with their peers,
both in school and out of school, a number of different factors emerged that I will
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organize below as obstacles to academic success as well as supports for academic
success. Sometimes it is difficult to disentangle the obstacle and supports because some
factors that can be seen as obstacles to academic success are nonetheless peer
relationships that are very supportive of these Black males. These obstacles and supports
in answers to my research questions, will be presented along with their complexity and
contradictions. I will discuss these nuances in turn.
Obstacles
Two primary obstacles emerged form this analysis of study data. A number of
peer relationships that these Black males told me about were in fact seen by them as
obstacles to their success in schools.
Peer Disassociation
Peer disassociation is a technical or academic way to name the unintended
consequences of Black young men hanging out with, speaking, and dressing like other
Black men. Some of these young men told me that being a Black male and associating
with other Black males meant their teachers would label them as suspicious,
troublemaking, not interested in school. Yancy describes his experience of feeling
compelled to stay away from other Black males who were considered troublemakers by
his teachers. “In middle school I recognized that there are certain guys that you should
hang out with and certain guys you should not hang out with. It starts with one
troublemaker with the teacher. You get included and I would get included all the time.”
Yancy further explains that because his teachers associated him with the troublemaker
and disinterested in schoolwork, he felt like he was doing something wrong. “I felt like I
was doing something wrong. I felt like the teacher did not like me. Their first impression
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is that this kid is a troublemaker, he is bad, and he is not much interested in doing the
work. I was always interested in doing the work.”
Yancy’s story reveals the obstacle of being suspected of being a troublemaker
encountered by Black males in schools. This is important to note because even when his
actual behaviors were within the rules and policies of schools, he still felt pressured to
stay away from his Black peers who might be considered troublemaker. Even with his
efforts to stay away from his peers Yancy still felt his teacher included him and
responded to him as a troublemaker. The teachers’ behaviors towards him created an
environment where Yancy felt he was actually doing something wrong. This is telling
because his attempts to accommodate his teachers’ suspicions by disassociating from
Black peers did not change their perceptions of him as a troublemaker.
These young men responded in different ways. Some Black men decided to
disassociate from other Black males hoping that the teachers would treat me better. Other
Black males decided they did not care what the teachers thought, and continued their
association with other Black youth. As a researcher, it is clear to me that regardless of
how they handled the in school labeling of their peer relationships, they were aware of
the danger to their academic success as Black males. In some cases, these decisions
disrupted their peer relationships temporarily. In other cases, it disrupted their
relationships in the long term and in some cases the participants decided not to do
anything.
Peer Pressure
Outside of school, peer relationships played out in different ways. As noted
earlier, some of my subjects had no stable home environments so their peer relationships
were extremely important to them as surrogate family. Whether those peers were good
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influences or bad influences from an academic standpoint it was sometimes less
important than the stability and support the friendship provided. Nick describes how his
experience with peers and popularity in 12th grade became an obstacle for him to
complete his schoolwork. “When I came into the 12th year I thought I was going to do
well. I felt like I was going to put in the effort. Once I got that popularity thing going, it
did not work out like that. I was more involved with friends instead of my schoolwork. I
did not want it to happen. It just happened. I look back at it now and think I should have
did this differently.” Nick’s story reveals that for some participants there relationships
with peers and being popular were sometimes more important than their motivation
towards completing schoolwork. Nick’s experience also informs us that he was unable to
interrupt his need for friends and popularity to focus on his efforts to complete his
schoolwork.
Nelson revealed that being a class clown and laughing with peers in the classroom
were obstacles to receiving good grades. He also noticed his peers who were laughing
received better grades on their report cards. “I always wanted to make people laugh. I
would get the work done. There are some students who laugh at the jokes but I was
always told that they are laughing at you and not with you. I started noticing that. I
realized that these same students were getting As and Bs and here I am getting Cs.”
Nelson described his experience of hanging out with friends after school instead of doing
homework as additional obstacles to receiving good grades in school. “I was always
known for not doing homework. I would go home, play games, go outside and play
around.” Fortunately for Nelson, he was able to understand how his interactions with
peers could contribute to his lower grades on his report card. He was able to make

248

changes that supported his efforts to receive better grades. “The difference was that I was
paying attention more. I cut the jokes out. I was doing all the work. When I was being the
class clown I would go home and not study for the actual test. I wanted to do better and
be just like the students who were receiving As and Bs.”
The participants’ interactions with peers who were more interested in hanging out
instead of completing schoolwork presented another obstacle experienced by the
participants. Some participants were less inclined to complete their schoolwork when
their peers wanted to focus on having fun, partying, driving around and sports centered
activity.
Supports
These study findings reveal the participants were able to establish supportive peer
relationships that contributed to a more positive outlook on education and higher levels of
academic success. As discussed in the previous section, peer pressure is a major factor in
the participants’ relationships with peers. However, in many cases peer pressure was also
shown to be constructive in the participants’ relationships with their peers. The
participants were able to establish peer relationships where peer pressure positively
influenced personal growth and academic achievement. For some participants it is their
peer relationships and time spent with their friends that provided a space for them to
release stress.
Peer Personal and Academic Supports
Given the many obstacles experienced by Black males it was important for them
to have friends who were able to support some of their needs by listening, understanding
and discussing personal and academic issues. Maury is a participant who had difficulties
with anger and fighting. He was repeatedly moved from one school to the next. Maury
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had a hard time connecting with his teachers who he believed did not respect him as a
person. He met Kyle in the 6th grade. Maury describes his relationship with Kyle who
provides unconditional friendship and support.
I met my friend Kyle in the 6th grade. He is like a brother. He is the only friend
that has always been there. I have seen so many people come and go but Kyle is
always there. It means a lot to have a friend like Kyle. It means that someone
understands where you are coming from. The fact that we can understand where
each other is coming from and still be that tight makes us just better people. It
gives us people skill Kyle can see past my punk rock. I can see past his music. I
know who he is. This helps me a lot.
In Maury’s story, the stability of his relationship with Kyle has helped to make
him a better person. Even though they have different interests their friendship and ability
to respect those differences is what keeps the relationship strong.
Nelson’s peers provide him a level of support that he knows will be there even if
he is experiencing difficulties or hard times in his life. Nelson describes the various ways
friends support him in his life.
My friends help me in many ways. If my car is messed up I can call a friend to
pick me up. If I do not have a dollar and need it, my friends will help me out.
They know I will pay them back. It means it is hard for me to fall back. I have
support. They are your family. We all play the same sports. We are in the same
shop. If I need help on homework, we will do it together. We always try to do
well.
Both Maury and Nelson’s story reveal the important role their peers provided that
supports them through difficult times. These peer relationships were also helpful in
supporting Maury and Nelson’s efforts to be better people personally and academically.
Yerick’s story corroborates Maury and Nelson’s stories that emphasized the
importance of participants spending time with friend who can support them through
difficult periods in their lives. Yerick’s stories also revealed the importance of peer
relationships in facing the stress many Black males experience every day.
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You need to have those friends there for you, close friends there for you
regardless. When I hang out with my friends we just chill, have a good time. We try not
to think about the stresses. We try to do our thing and have fun. If you think about your
stresses, you will not have any fun. We let the stresses slide and hang out and have a
/

good time.
Yerick’s experience with his friends also highlight another way that Black males
use supportive friendships to cope with the “stresses” in their lives.
Participants told me the ways they used their peer relationships with other Black
males for personal motivation and to have friendly homework competitions. In his story,
Nigel describes his relationships with peers who did not slack off in their schoolwork and
motivated him to work to his full potential. “I had friends who in a way motivated me
because I look at them. I did not always work to my full potential. I slacked off in a way.
Therefore I look at my peers who never slacked off, never were laid back and I would be
just as smart as them. However, if you put out report cards next to each other, someone
would think differently.” Nigel is aware that he is just as smart as his peers who are
receiving better grades. He realizes that their ability to work harder to complete their
schoolwork was the difference in the report cards. Maury was able to find academic
support through friendly homework and test competitions with his friend Kyle. These
academic competitions motivated Maury to work harder in his academic areas. “In high
school it got more competitive but in a good way. The kind of competition that helps you
progress in your studies. My friend Kyle and I would discuss our test results. He would
say, “I got a 90.” I would say, “I got an 80.” We would say oh really then we will have to
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see about that on the next test. We would go at it trying to get better grades. It would be
fun.”
Nigel and Maury’s stories showed that for these participants, interaction with
peers provided positive peer pressure and a different message about academic
achievement. Nigel realized that “slacking off’ was the reason he was receiving lower
grades than his peers. He believed he was just as smart as his peers and this motivated
him to work harder on his schoolwork. Through friendly academic competitions, Maury’s
peer relationship supported his efforts to achieve at higher academic levels.
Summary
The first research question inquired about the obstacles and supports for academic
achievement for Black male relationships. The data reveals a number of contradictory
tendencies. Some participants identified being popular with peers as an obstacle to
academic success in schools even though it was enjoyed by the participants. Yet in their
reflections on these experiences, they realized that being popular had become more
important than their efforts to complete schoolwork. Being the class clown or making
other peers laugh in class was also initially seen as a way for some participants to connect
with other peers in class. The participants later came to realize that this behavior was an
obstacle to them learning in class and their academic achievement. Hanging out with
friends and playing video games were identified as obstacles to the participants’
academic achievement. The entire peer related obstacles identified by the participants
were initially activities that were viewed as positive and enjoyable. They were later able
to understand that some of these patterns and behaviors contributed to lowered academic
achievement in schools. Some of the participants were able to change their behaviors to
accomplish higher levels of academic achievement. Some participants were unable to
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identify the reasons their peer relationships sometime served as obstacles to their
academic achievement. Other participants were able to recognize that these behaviors
were obstacles after experiencing academic failure or noticing the behaviors of peers who
were academically successful in school.
The participants at times felt compelled to disassociate themselves from their
peers because of the possibility of being labeled as a troublemaker by their teachers.
Ultimately this experience created a hostile educational environment where some
participants were reluctant to associate with other Black males. At the same time, they
were also isolated from their teachers who continued to deem them suspicious and
suspected of being a troublemaker. The participants developed peer relationships that
supported personal growth, higher levels of academic success and positive educational
outcomes. The peer relationships that challenged the participants to study together and
work harder at schoolwork were positive strategies for academic success. Being able to
talk to their peers and feel validated was important to the participants’ personal and
academic support. Relationships with other Black males were considered supportive
when the participants were able to just “chill,” have a good time and not think about the
“stressors” in their lives.
Research Question 2
The second research question focused on Black males relationships with families
and caretakers:
■

What are the factors that Black male youth identify in their relationships with
their families/caretakers that are either obstacles or supports in their
educational achievements?

Overall study findings revealed some of the same contradictions that appeared in
relationship to the questions about peer relationships. In some cases the family
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relationships were supportive and in other cases they provided obstacles. There were still
other cases where effort to provide support, fell short of being truly supportive.
Supports
Parents who advocated for participants in schools, monitored schoolwork and
communicated expectations for academic achievement were identified as supports in the
participants’ educational achievement.
Parents who serves as School Advocate
The parent’s role as an advocate for the participant was effective in addressing
some of the educational “problems” experienced by the participants. The participants
appreciated their parents coming to school and talking to school personnel on their
behalf. Yancy’s mother was involved in his school by attending open houses, meeting
with teachers and participating in other school related activities. “All through middle
school, high school and even elementary my mom would come up to the school and talk
to the teachers. In high school she went to all the open houses. She got involved with my
schools. She told me what I had to do to get good grades. She would go over the
curriculum they gave you at the beginning of school.” While Yancy’s story did not
provide the outcome of his mother’s involvement in school, Yerick’s teachers did
become more attentive and willing to help him after his mother visited his school. “The
teachers did not pay any attention to me until my mom made a fuss and everyone started
saying, if his mom is making a fuss at least we know he can do something.” Yancy’s and
Yerick’s parents were able to serve as advocates by meeting with teachers, and
participating in school activities. Yerick’s story reveals the importance of parents
advocating for Black males in school systems. His teacher ignored Yerick until his
mother came and discussed his academic progress with the teachers.
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Parents who Monitored Home Work
Parents who monitored homework and asked questions were considered
supportive of the participants in their academic achievement. Many of the participants
came from families in which their parents asked about homework and reinforced the
importance of academic achievement. Rick’s mom would tell him to do his homework.
His mother told him he could get into good colleges by doing his homework. Rick still
did not feel motivated to complete his homework. “Most of the time I did not do a lot of
homework. That was my biggest issue. I would understand it and get the material down.
When it came time to do homework that was my biggest flaw. My mom would tell me to
do my homework. My mom said, ‘if you do not pull your grades up people are not going
to want you to go to their college.’” Rick’s story reveals his mother was encouraging him
to complete his homework and also reinforcing the consequences of not being accepted to
colleges. Rick did not realize until he made a decision to apply for college how important
it was for him to do his homework. “I really did not know learn until the junior year what
the plan was that I wanted to do to go to college and get a successful career. I did not
think it was that important.” Rick’s story reveals that his mother’s support for him in the
form of telling him to do his homework and communicating why it was important, was
not sufficient to initially motivate him to actually complete his homework. Rick did not
realize until 11th grade that he needed to complete his homework in order to be accepted
at a college.
Some participants’ parents asked question about homework but did not follow
thorough to ensure the homework was complete. This was an obstacle to the academic
progress of the participants. The participants were able to devise a pattern of simply
telling their parents the homework was completed without actually completing their
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schoolwork. However the participants were not likely to complete their schoolwork
because their parents only asked about the schoolwork. There were no check and
balances to ensure the participants’ schoolwork were actually completed. For some
participants they were able to reflect upon their experiences and later realize why their
parents were telling them to complete their homework. For some participants, their
motivation towards completing homework was directly linked to understanding its
purpose or effects on their lives. Many of the participants were able to eventually link
doing homework with graduating from high school and attending college. The
participants still considered their parents behaviors to be supportive of their educational
achievement.
Community as Family
In many cases, members of the community who were not part of the nuclear
family nonetheless took a role in looking after the participants in their neighborhoods.
Dion describes in his story his positive experiences with his neighbors when he was
living with his grandmother. His neighborhood was a community where everyone was
treated like family. Children were held accountable for their actions sometimes by being
disciplined by blood and non-blood related community members. “In Dakar, I always
lived with my grandmother. We had a neighbor named Salu and he was like my brother.
Everyone on the block is like family. It can be lunchtime at my house and we eat at my
house then we go to my neighbor’s house and eat. We are treated as if we belong in the
family. If someone catches you doing something bad then she will beat you down like
your own mom. It is really a good learning environment.” For Dion, the support of his
family and other community members created a positive “family like” learning
environment where he felt nurtured.
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Sometimes the participants described experiences where other youth in the
community were able to provide supports. Nelson’s neighbor walked him to kindergarten
every day. “I was going to Princeton Ave School. This is where I started kindergarten.
The kid from upstairs used to bring me to school every day.” Nelson shows the supports
that Black males can provide to each other. Nelson was Very young in kindergarten and
the support of his friend helped him to safely arrive at school every day.
Nelson also provided another story about a friend’s family that provided shelter
after his home was raided and his mother was arrested for selling drugs. His relationship
with a friend provided him a place to stay in the midst of coping with the turmoil in his
life. “My uncle looked sad and started crying. He told me my mom was arrested for
selling drugs. When I went home my house was like a disaster because the police had
raided the house. I ended up packing a lot of my stuff and staying with a friend that night.
His mom told me that I could stay there anytime.” Nelson’s life was turned upside down
as a result of his mother’s incarceration. He was not able to stay at his own home. Nelson
was invited to indefinitely stay at a friend’s home.
Community families were significant supports in the participants’ educational
achievement. Community families were usually an extension of the participants’ nuclear
family but not necessarily blood related. The community families were supportive of
participants in various ways including providing a stable nurturing environment in the
absence of a parent, providing safe passage to school, and creating family like
environments that were nurturing and ideal for learning.
Obstacles
The previous section explored study findings in which family influences were
perceived as supports in the educational experiences of the Black males in this study.
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This section will explore the family influences the participants identified as obstacles
including absent parent and absence of positive male role models in their educational
experiences.

Absent Parent
Some participants had parents who worked or experienced personal difficulties
that prevented them from sufficiently monitoring their schoolwork. The inability of these
participants’ parents to monitor their schoolwork resulted in academic failure and
negative academic patterns because there were no consequences for their actions. It was
difficult for some participants to establish a pattern for doing schoolwork because there
was no one home after school to structure or support this process. Some participants
viewed this as a time to slack off and not do their schoolwork. Participants identified
absent parents as contributors to their lack of motivation toward school and not being
prepared for school because of inadequate academic support at home.
Yerick’s mom’s school related activities prevented her from being home to
monitor his homework. Yerick did have a babysitter also was unable to sufficiently
monitor his homework. As a result, Yerick felt he did not have to do his homework
because there was no one to answer to for his actions:
My mom was in school and I had a baby sitter. What could a baby sitter do? They
cannot really lay their hands on you and if they ask you for your homework, you
can flash them anything and they will say ok. You tell them that you do not have
any homework. They are not going to call the school. You can come home and do
anything you want. Having no one around you do not have any consequences so
no one finds out that you are not doing anything you need to be doing. You get
away with it a lot easier.
The absence of Yerick’s mother and her lack of monitoring created a home
environment where he was not held accountable for not completing his homework.
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His mother did make sure that there was a babysitter in the home in her absence.
Nelson’s mom was not in the home on a regular basis and Nelson was constantly left
alone without any supervision. Nelson’s mom was not able to provide adequate
monitoring of his homework. He eventually flunked the 7th grade. “My mom was not
working at the time. She got hurt at work. My mom used to go out every night. I never
knew why until I got into high school. There were also bad things going on in my sister’s
house. I was not going to school that much. I was behind so much that I flunked 7th
grade”
Yerick and Nelson’s stories were similar to some of the other participants in this
study. Regardless of the circumstances, parents were considered obstacles when
participants were left home alone with out supervision and a parent who did not monitor
their homework and academic progress. Parents who were absent in the home were still
considered obstacles even when they provided alternative supervision such as a babysitter
that did not sufficiently monitor the participants’ home works.

Male Role Models
The absence of positive male role models in the homes of the participants was
another obstacle described by participants in their educational experiences. The
participants who wanted their fathers to be an integral component of their lives expressed
feeling of “missing out on manly things” such as wrestling, man to man talks, outdoor
events and other activities they perceived could not occur with their mothers. Other
participants had negative experiences with stepdads. These participants were reluctant to
address some personal concern with their mothers to avoid adding to her burden.
Yannick describes why it is important for him to have his father as a male role
model in his life. His father left the house when he was four. Yannick reveals his need to
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have both a mom and a dad. He wants to be able to talk with his father about “men stuff.”
“Throughout my life I was not really close to my dad. I was around four when they
separated. You have the mother you love; but you still need that father you love too. You
need both sides of the picture. I cannot talk to my mom about men stuff and what is going
on with puberty sex, girls, and relationships.” For Yannick both a mother and father are
important in addressing his personal needs.
While Yannick described the importance of having his father as a male role model
in his life, there were other participants who did not feel the need for a male role model.
These participants’ reflections on male role models sometimes appeared contradictory. At
times participants were strongly opposed to the need for male role models in their lives
while at the same time acknowledging the benefits of a male role model. Nigel’s story
reveals how not having a male role model in his life has helped him to be independent
and able to deal with problems on his own. He did not consider his mother’s new
husband as a male mentor or father/son relationship. “In a way, not having a male mentor
has helped me now in life. I never had a father. There was no male influence in my life. I
was not looking for a father/son relationship with my stepfather. In a way it made me
independent.” Nigel also did not want to burden his mother with his problems. He was
reluctant to speak to her about his personal problems. “If I had a problem, I either dealt
with it by myself or I learned to brush things off. One thing I never wanted to be is a
burden on my mother. I tried to avoid coming to her with my problems. She would find
out later on and ask me, ‘why you didn’t tell me?”’ Although Nigel stated the absence of
a male role model made him more independent, his reluctance to speak to his mother
about his problems lead to some avoidable mistakes in his life. He admits that a male
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mentor would have helped him to avoid some of these mistakes. “In a way not having a
male mentor, I could have avoided some of the mistakes that I did make.” Yerick’s story
is similar to Nigel’s reflections on the absence of a male role model in his life. Yerick
initially describes his strong desire to not have a male mentor in his life.
“People always told me that you should get in a male mentoring program. I don’t
want to follow in someone else’s footsteps. People always tell me, “You are so
stubborn.” I am. I don’t like help. I don’t want it. Even when I need it and I know
I need it, I don’t want it so go ahead and don’t even ask me. Having a mentor they
try to teach you right from wrong. It makes no sense to get me into a mentoring
program.
Yerick is adamantly opposed to having a male mentor. His story reveals he is
independent and does not need or want the help of a male mentor. Yet he later describes
an experience with a male role model. Yerick’s male role model provided advice on girls
and inquired about his academic progress. “When I was working at MLK a man named
Darryl Moss used to help me out. He always told me this is what you should be doing. If
I was talking to girls he would tell me this is what you should say. He would ask me,
‘why are you messing up in school?”’ Yerick further describes a good role model. “He is
not your father with any family ties but he helps you out. This is a good role model. Good
role models teach you right from wrong in their own way. You end up doing the right
thing.”
Yannick, Nigel and Yerick’s stories are representative of many of the other
participants’ experiences with male role models in their lives. Most of the participants
were reluctant to discuss topics on girls, sex, puberty, and other personal problems with
their mothers. The participants wanted male role models in their lives for guidance and
their knowledge about male related conversations. Other participants were struggling
with the need to be independent and their need for a male role model. It was important for
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some of the participants to project an image of independence and being able to take care
of their own problems. However, eventually the participants acknowledged that having a
male role model to discuss some of their personal problems and issues they were
reluctant to discuss with their mother could positively influenced their lives.
Summary
The analysis of the data identified specific ways families/caretakers were either
obstacles or supports in the educational achievements of study participants. Parents that
established relationships with schools were also viewed as supportive to the participants’
educational achievements. Parental failure to monitor schoolwork was identified as
obstacles to academic achievement. Parents who inquired about participants’ schoolwork
and communicated academic expectations did provide some level of support. However,
for participants it was an obstacle to educational achievement when parents were present
but did not check to see if homework was completed.
In many instances the participants did not complete their homework and this led
to academic failure. For some participants the absence of male role models created an
obstacle in their ability to discuss and understand male related topics. Participants were
reluctant and uncomfortable discussing male related issues and other personal problems
with their mother. Some participants did not want to burden their mothers with their
problems. The need for male role models posed a contradiction for some participants.
Many of the participants projected a strong sense of independence without any need for a
male role model. Some of these same participants discussed the positive influence of
male role models.
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Research Question 3
The third study question addressed the participants’ educational experiences in
relation to their in-school relationships as obstacles or supports in their educational
achievement:
■

What are the factors that Black male youth identify as obstacles or supports
in their in-school relationships?

The analysis of study data reveals race was identified as an obstacle in the
participants’ educational experiences. Every participant was aware of being labeled on
the basis of race by school personnel at some point in their K-12 experiences. This
experience of labeling by school personnel resulted in school police harassment, negative
perceptions of their academic abilities by teachers, counselors, and other school
personnel and constant suspicion of bad behavior. Additionally, these experiences of
labeling of study participants led to racial double standards by school personnel in their
schools. The racial double standard was evident in discipline procedures, academic
support and placement in advanced academic courses. The rarity of Black teachers and
inability of teachers to relate and connect with the participants were also obstacles to
educational achievement. School environments were considered supportive to
participants when there were school personnel who listened and demonstrated an ability
to relate to the students’ backgrounds.
Obstacles
The study findings revealed that school relationships often present obstacles to the
educational achievement of Black males. The participants’ experiences with labeling and
racial double standards were obstacle to academic achievement. Participants also
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considered the rarity of Black teachers in classrooms and teachers who could relate and
connect to their backgrounds as obstacles to their academic achievement.
Labeling/Racial Double Standards
The participants’ teachers’ negative attitudes and perception of Black males led
/

many of them to experience hostile racial educational environments. The participants
were subjected to unfair racial treatment where teachers and other school personnel
considered them uneducable, lacking academic ability and intelligence, dangerous and
troublemakers. The teachers and school personnel’s negative attitudes, labeling and
targeting created obstacles to the participants’ academic achievement.
The participants were aware their White counterparts were not subjected to
similar negative racial perceptions and behaviors from school personnel. Yerick reflects
on his feeling towards teachers he considers racist and “favoring” White students in
school. “Some teachers look at you different. You can tell which teachers are racist.”
Yerick’s reflections on his experiences in school reveals that he is able to name his
teachers racialized behaviors in school. Yerick further reflects on the pervasiveness of
teachers labeling Black males and racial double standards in schools. “The teachers do
not want to admit it but they act different towards you. We constantly see that in school.
Some White students are treated better than Black students in school. Teachers want to
say, “No I do not have any favorites students,” but they actually do. Deep down in their
hearts they know they do because they let them get away with everything.” Yerick’s story
emphasizes his ability to critically analyze his experience of being labeled and confronted
with the racial double standards of his teachers. Yerick’s story also revealed White
students were considered to be the “favorite” students in school.
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Nelson also noticed that his teachers had “favorite” students and did not support
his academic needs in the same manner as the White students in his classes. He describes
asking for help and his teacher’s unwillingness to provide the academic support he
needed to understand subject materials. However, he noticed that the White students in
class were immediately provided academic support in response to requests for assistance.
“I felt that a teacher does not like you when you ask for help and they do not help you. I
always asked for help or I always wanted them to give me another way of seeing
something. I would never get that much help. When another White student would ask for
help the same teacher would go and help them out.” Nelson’s story reveals he was aware
that being a Black student meant he was not provided the same academic support as the
White students. He further reflects upon what contributes to his teacher’s racial double
standard in providing academic support. “I wondered how come the teachers did not help
me out. I had the same question as the student being helped. I feel that some teachers
have favorites. They want somebody to do better than another person.” The racial double
standards of Nelson teachers towards Black males created obstacles to be academic
successful. Nelson wanted to learn and understand the class materials but was not
provided the academic support that the White students received in the classroom. Nelson
points out how racial labeling and racial double standards create a racial hierarchy in
schools where White students are supported to achieve at higher academic levels than the
Black students.
Dion described his yearly ritual of being a Black male in class with some of his
White teachers on the first day of school. He reflects on his teachers’ perceptions of him
as a bad kid. “To me for some teachers the first day of school is like a game. They see me
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and wonder is he going to be bad. It is interesting. The teachers eventually realize I am
the opposite of what they thought. The teachers think you cannot understand, but I can
understand clearly. They feel really stupid because they are totally wrong. The look on
their face puts a smile on my face”. Dion reveals Black males feel they are labeled as bad
from the first day of school. There is never any opportunity for them to be judged based
on their own merit and behaviors. Dion’s also suggests that he believes some of his
teachers do eventually come to realize that they are wrong in labeling him a “bad kid.”
The Black students have to prove that they really are not “bad kids.” Dion’s experience
points to the sense of helplessness that many Black males who are labeled endure in
schools. Dion was aware that he was powerless to stop the labeling that contributed to a
hostile racial environment and categorized him a bad person.
The labeling of the participants and the racial double standards they experience in
schools compelled some of them to their change communication styles, clothing styles
and behaviors to appear less threatening and appease the irrational fears of their teachers.
Nigel reflects on the experience of Black males and White males who wear the same
clothing. “If I walk into a class with baggy pants, a hoody, and a doo rag on my head, the
teachers will not treat me the same way that they will treat a Caucasian students who
walks in wearing those same baggy pants and hoody. I am repeatedly stopped and looked
over by teachers who think I am up to no good. The White students are left alone. That is
just how it is in school. I see it every day.” Some of these participants believed that by
changing themselves the teachers would respond with a more positive attitudes and
behaviors.
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Maury described attending student council meetings wearing a shirt and tie to
earn the respect of teachers and visitors who have stereotypes of Black males. “I think
being Black does affect me because people have this stereotype of how Black people
should look and act. I was initially not taken seriously by the teachers and council
advisors. They would overlook my suggestions. I would sometimes wear a suit and tie to
meetings. The other White students who were in jeans and T-shirts still had more
attention from the teachers. I never wore a suit or tie again to the meetings” Maury’s
story reveals his change in clothing did not prevent his teachers from failing to
acknowledge or consider his suggestions as important. He also realized that his teachers
were responding to him as a Black male. The White students could dress in any clothing
style and have their suggestions at meetings always taken seriously by their teachers.
While Maury attempted to change his clothing to get favorable attention from his council
advisor, Dion wanted to “test” his teachers to see if they would treat him differently
because of a change in clothing style. “I wanted to test my White teachers. I came to
school for a week in dress pants and a shirt. Some teachers noticed the change in what I
was wearing, but the one teacher told me that I should change friends since I had changed
the way I dressed. I felt even more disconnected and upset with those teachers. My
friends were not bad people because some of them were baggy pants or doo rags.
Dion revealed that even when he changed his clothing to appear more pleasing
and less threatening, some of his teachers were unable to change their labeling of his peer
group as troublemakers. He was encouraged by one teacher to change his friendships. For
Dion, the desire to receive positive attention from his teachers was not stronger than his
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relationships with other Black males. He did not believe his friends were bad simply for
wearing baggy pants and doo rags.
The participants who changed their behaviors and clothing attire in response to
labeling and racial double standards were still subjected to negative attitudes and
behaviors from their teachers. For the participants being Black males was the sole reason
for their teachers’ labeling and double racial standards in schools. Some participants
wanted to appeal to their teachers and appease their fears but ultimately the sacrifice of
this change was not enough for them to give up their personal styles or relationships with
friends. Some participants experienced a sense helplessness, alienation and anger as a
result of these experiences. The results of these actions contributed to the frustration of
many of the participants this study.
Rarity of Black Teachers
The rarity of Black teachers who are able to relate to the participants background
was an obstacle encountered in schools. The participants had positive experiences with
the few Black teachers they encountered. Black teachers were able to relate because
participants perceived there was a shared history and understanding. Nigel describes his
positive experience with a Black male teacher who used extra curricular resources to
relate subject materials to the experiences of African Americans:
“I never realized it until I got into the seventh grade the difference between
having a minority and White teacher. Once I got into the 7th grade I had this Black
teacher who used the books maybe one or two times out of the week to learn
about history. You can learn a lot about African American history through
newspaper articles, editorials, and articles in magazines. I loved his class because
it provided another way to think about history from an African American
perspective. I began to search for other African American materials.”
In the 7th grade Nigel became aware of the positive aspects of being taught by a
Black teacher in a core class. His teacher’s emphasis on including African American
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history positively impacted his motivation towards the history class. Nigel was also
inspired to seek out African American resources.
The Black teachers in the participants’ educational experiences were able to foster
learning environments that motivated them towards education and completing
schoolwork. Dion describes how Black teachers effected his eagerness to attend school
every day and how he looked forward to school on Monday after weekend breaks. “In
New York I always felt connected with the Black teachers. I used to hate going home.
Friday when the bell rang I used to hate going home. I could not wait for Monday. With
Black teachers I always felt that connection. I wish to have an African American
teacher.” Dion’s Black teachers were able to connect with him and foster positive
learning environments that supported his personal and academic development. With his
Black teachers Dion was always eager to attend class and complete his schoolwork.
Black teachers did not demonstrate fear when interacting with the participants in this
study. This was an important contradiction to the reactions typically demonstrated by
White teachers towards study participants. Dion describes his experience of having all
White teachers for 4 years:
Here I cannot wait to get out of this class. You sit there and wait for the bell. You
do not feel the connection. You are in the room and the teacher is talking to you
but you do not feel any kind of vibe. But when you have all White teachers for
four years, after a while you are like oh, boy. They might not try to put negativity
into you but they do it without doing it on purpose. After a while the negativity
feeds in.
The feelings of negativity and disconnection in hostile class environments created
by some of Dion’s White teachers were obstacles to his eagerness to attend class and
motivation towards completing school work. He did not feel any connection to his White
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teachers. This was in stark contrast to his positive educational experiences with Black
teachers.
The participants’ experience with their White teachers’ fear of Black males in
schools was another obstacle to their academic achievement. As discussed earlier, the
Black teachers did not project any feelings or behaviors that demonstrated fear of the
participants. The absence of more Black teachers in the participants’ educational
experiences meant they were interacting with White teachers who consistently ignored
and did not acknowledge their presence in schools.
The participants described experiences where some White teachers appeared to be
in a constant state of fear in the presence of these young Black males. Maury’s
experience is representative of most of the participants’ experiences with their White
teachers:
Some of the White teachers were always uncomfortable around me. They would
look away or pretend not to notice me in the hallways and in class. I could not get
close to them like the White students in class. There was always a space between
us that could not be crossed.
Maury reveals the personal racial and physical barriers that Black males learn not
to cross in school in their interaction with White teachers. Some of his White teachers
through behaviors were communicating the message that Black males needed to keep
their distance. These teachers were also sending the message that they were not
accessible to Black males. These messages are obstacles to Maury’s ability to ask for
assistance and receive sufficient academic support.
The participants in this study felt a strong connection with their Black teachers.
Black teachers were more likely to demonstrate care and concern about their personal and
academic success. The absence of Black teachers was an obstacle because without Black
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teachers, students were less likely to have exposure to teachers who demonstrated care
and compassion and motivated them to higher educational achievement.
While Black teachers were more likely to be experienced by study participants as
supportive to their educational achievement, some study participants indicated that some
White teachers behaved in ways supportive of their academic achievement and motivated
them toward education and completing schoolwork. Whether the teacher was Black or
White, participants reported that they performed better academically when they were able
to establish relationships with teachers who could relate to their cultural, racial and
community background. It was important for the participants to have teachers who could
listen to personal and academic concerns in a caring manner. Understanding the whole
person including their experiences outside of school was one way a teacher could
demonstrate genuine concern for the participants. While behaviors of connection,
relationship, and caring could be demonstrated by both Black and White teachers,
participants reported that their relationships with White teachers were more likely to be
characterized by behaviors that reflected fear and negative stereotypes that led to labeling
and racial double standards. This was an obstacle because their inability to connect with
many of their White teachers interfered with their capacity to work to their fullest
potential. In the next section I will explore the study participant’s positive experiences
with both Black and White teachers who supported their academic achievement.
Supports
The study findings revealed the school relationships were supportive to the
educational achievement of Black males when there were school personnel who listened
to students, who behaved in ways that demonstrated an ability to relate to the students’
background, demonstrated behaviors and attitudes that supported academic development
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and achievement, and established a positive relationship with parents of study
participants.
Teachers who Listen and Relate to Black Males
In a school system that consistently silenced their voices and increased feelings of
alienation and isolation, study participants sought the respect of their teachers. There
were many aspects to the participants’ lives that did not occur in schools yet effected
their ability to perform well in school. Some of the participants came from families where
there was no structure and parental involvement in supporting the participants’ academic
progress. Teachers who listened to the participants were considered supportive because
their interest was interpreted by participants as demonstrating a capacity for caring about
them and an attempt to understand their lives.
Yannick described a counselor in elementary school who was always accessible
to talk with him about personal and academic issues. The counselor was able to
understand Yannick’s needs to “get things off his chest.” She was a supportive resource
for helping him see when he was not behaving in a positive manner. “I used to meet with
my counselor Ms. Anderson. She is a good lady. I liked her a lot. She used to help me get
things off of my chest that I needed to get off. She would come and take me out of class.
Her door was always open to me. She came to me with open arms. She was there to
understand and help me understand what I did wrong. It was good. I appreciated her a lot.
I wish I could see her and say thank you.” Yannick’s memory of his counselor’s support
in elementary school reveals the importance of school personnel taking the time to listen
to their students. His counselor made a difference in his life by allowing him the
opportunity to release some of his frustrations. His counselor was able to establish a
relationship with him that helped Yannick to reflect on things that he did wrong.
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Yannick’s story illustrates the importance of supportive teachers to provide a
space to talk about personal and academic issues. Other participants needed an outlet for
“getting things off their chest.” For these participants, teachers who listened were able to
understand their experiences and relate to them on a more personal level. When
participants experienced teachers who listened, it led to a decrease in frustration and an
increase in motivation towards education and schoolwork.
Teachers who Supported Academic Development and Achievement
The teachers were considered to be supportive when they showed interest in
helping the participants’ academic development and achievement. Teachers who
demonstrated academic support by connecting with parents, working with the student
during class, lunch breaks and after school motivated the participants toward educational
goals and academic achievement. This behavior was a direct contradiction for the study
participants who were used to teachers who were disinterested or showed little concern
for their academic needs. They welcomed the support of these teachers.
It was important for some study participants to have supportive teachers who
made the extra effort to communicate with parents about their academic progress in
subject areas. Maury describes a teacher who called his mom to let her know that he was
not completing his homework:
My teacher called my house and told her that I was not turning in my homework.
A good teacher will call your parents. They will stay on your back. They really
care about your education. They want you to pass. They are not afraid to tell your
parents you are failing. You get in trouble and your mom makes you stay in the
house but you find yourself doing your homework.
Teachers who develop relationships with parents can support parents to increase
the academic achievement of students. Teachers who take the extra efforts to connect
with parents demonstrate to students that they are invested in supporting their academic
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efforts. Maury’s teacher was able to help his mother monitor his homework behaviors
that led to positive results.
Maury’s teacher demonstrates the importance of teachers who are able to connect
with parents and develop interventions that increase academic achievement. Yannick
developed a relationship with a supportive teacher who worked with him on math
problems during free periods. “I connected with this teacher and she started working with
me during her free periods. She would tell me that I needed to do the work but she would
help me to do well. I actually started to better understand those math problems. I worked
harder and got better grades on my math quizzes.”
When teachers take extra effort to provide academic support, it can inspire
students to achieve at higher academic levels. Yannick’s teacher assistance provided
sufficient structure yet allowed him to work through the math problems without giving
him the answers. Feeling connected and supported by his teacher-parent relationship
helped motivate Maury to develop academic skills that led to positive educational results.
Summary
The results of this study reveal how negative images and stereotypes of Black
males in society created obstacles to the participants’ educational achievement. The racial
backgrounds of the participants were a consistent indicator of the treatment they
encountered in the school systems. Some study participants described their teachers’
negative attitudes and behaviors toward them as directly related to the negative images of
Black males in society. Their teacher’s behavior reflected an inability to understand the
cultural and home environment of the participants. The negative images became “truths”
for many of the participants’ teachers. As a result, the participants were subjected to their
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teachers’ negative attitudes and behaviors that resulted in less motivation and lower
educational achievement.
More often. Black teachers were experienced as a positive and powerful force in
supporting the participants to higher levels of academic achievement. The absence of
Black teachers was a concern expressed by most participants. Black teachers
demonstrated care and compassion and a genuine interest in listening to the participants’
personal and academic concerns. With Black teachers in the classroom, participants
indicated a significant increase in motivation and interest toward education and
schoolwork.
Teachers of any racial background had the ability to motivate the participants
when they demonstrated a capacity to listen to the participants, relate to their
backgrounds, and support academic development and achievement. It was important for
the students to feel connected to their teachers. This was important to participants who
more often that not, experienced isolation and alienation as a result of being disconnected
from their teachers.
Research Question 4
The fourth study question addressed the participants’ educational experiences in
relation to obstacles or supports within the larger social systems outside of family and
schools.
■

What factors do Black male youth identify as obstacles or supports within the
larger social systems?

The interview study questions focused on the K-12 educational experiences of
Black males. I did not ask questions that directed their attention outside the context of
peer relationships, family, and school and teachers. This question is therefore an
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organizer only for those cases in which the students themselves brought attention to other
factors that were other than peer relationships, parents, teachers, and schooling.
Obstacles
The participants did not provide many examples where they identified obstacles
in the larger social system outside of school. There was evidence of poverty throughout
the stories yet, no participant mentioned poverty as an obstacle in the larger social
system. One might interpret conditions that resulted in the inability of parents to provide
supervision within the home as a societal obstacle. The obstacle in the larger social
system could be the inadequate funding of subsidized childcare in society. Yet there are
many possibilities why participants were sometimes left home alone. The participants did
not identify this as an obstacle so it is left open to interpretation. There was one
participant family that had interactions with the criminal, judicial system, and DSS but
again he did not provide sufficient data to identify the obstacles or supports associated
with these societal systems. This section deals primarily with the obstacles and
challenges with societal racism outside of schools that were identified and described by
the participants.
Racism
Yancy described the segregated Black and White communities in Millville and
the suburbs. Yancy points out the different course offerings and academic expectations of
suburban schools attended by mostly White students and the inner city schools attended
by Black students. He is aware that students who attend suburban schools are placed at an
academic advantage over students who attend the inner city:
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“I know that if you are from a Black family you know you are going to be around
Black neighborhoods all the time. You know White families. They move to the
suburbs. As a Black person you know you are going to urban schools. You know
you are not going to end up in a pattern of much success. When I look at the line
up for my high school compared to suburban high schools, I notice that I am not
doing the work other students are doing in other school systems. There schools
are more advanced.”
Yancy is conscious of the role of race in establishing segregated racial
communities and racial disparities in educational systems. His education in the inner city
was inferior to education in the suburbs because of societal racial segregation. He was
Black and thus relegated to attending inferior schools in the inner city. His story suggests
he believes that because he is a Black male he does not have the same options as White of
moving to the suburbs. Despite his greatest academic efforts, Yancy believes his chances
for success are limited because of his inadequate educational preparation in comparison
with his White counterparts.
Dion described the difficulty with coming from a country where the majority of
the people are Black and represented in all aspects of society to a country where most of
the media images and people in power are White. In his country of origin, it was
engrained in him that he could be whatever he wanted if he studied. “It is weird in the
United States. If you watch the news like CNN, you see mostly White people in the
government. The president is White and you put it in your head that there is no chance
that you can ever be president.” From his observations and experiences in two societies
Dion is conscious of the role of societal messages in influencing perceptions of race. As a
Black male in the United States the messages that he receives from the media are that
Blacks are not represented in government and that only White males have an opportunity
to become president. Like Yancy, Dion realizes that despite his great efforts, being a
Black male means there are societal structures that create barriers to opportunities given
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to White males. These social structures are so prevalent in society that some Black males
believe that their roles in society are limited.
Supports
The participants did not provide many stories where they identified supports.
Some of the participants described attending Boy’s Club and the YMCA but did not
provide any examples on what supports they received from these organizations. These
organizations were described as places for sport related activities. One participant worked
at a community center. Although the participants do not name these experiences, the
YMCA, Boy’s Club, and work at the community center might provide them with a place
for structured activities and an alternative to hanging out in the streets or staying home
alone.
One participant described the support of a federal program called Upward Bound.
This program supports the academic development of low-income and first-generation
college students. Upward Bound supported Yancy in his academic area and prepared him
for college. Yancy describes his experiences with the Upward Bound program:
“The program was enrichment. It helped me a lot. It took me out of the city and
made me realize that Millville is not the only city out there. They brought you to
the Mantua campus and they would teach you SAT skills, writing skills, and math
skills. I sometimes felt like I was ahead of my friends.”
The Upward Bound program supported Yancy’s academic progress in high school
and made him advance at quicker pace than his peers. Yancy’s story reveals Black males
can benefit from academic supports provided outside of school in addition to the support
provided in school. He was able to use this opportunity to improve his academic
achievement to a level that was higher than most of his peers in school.

278

The data that emerged from this study shows that participants identified some
obstacles and supports in the larger social system. Programs that provide academic
support outside of schools were instrumental in increasing the academic achievement for
one participant. The programs academic supports created educational opportunities where
the participant was able to achieve at higher level than most of his peers in school.
Racism was an obstacle identified by the participants in the larger social system that
contributes to negative societal messages about Black males and limits their opportunities
for academic, personal, economic success. For some participants, there is an
understanding that because these negative messages are so prevalent in society some
Black males will believe these limitations for their opportunities in society.
One obstacle identified by a participant was the quality of education in suburban
schools attended by White students versus the education received in inner city public
schools with a high racial minority population. The inequities in the school systems from
his perspective placed him at an educational disadvantage. Another participant identified
the role television, magazines, newspapers and other sources of information contribute to
creating messages that influence people perceptions of race in society. In the United
States, Black males are either invisible or negatively portrayed in the media. The
participants came to realize that these messages limit their opportunities for academic,
economic and personal success. The next section will explore study findings in
relationship to the existing literature.
Overview of Literature in Relationship to Study Findings
In this section I will examine connections between the literature in Chapter 2, and
the themes analyzed in Chapter 4. There were 9 themes generated from the study. These
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themes will be used for an analysis of where the study findings were consistent with the
literature, inconsistent with the literature or went beyond the literature review.
Family Influences
The role of the participants’ family members, and their influences on their
educational experiences were an integral part of this study, as explored in this section.
Parental Monitoring of School Work
Findings in this study revealed the importance of family supports on the
participants’ educational achievement. These findings were consistent with Barker and
Hill’s (1996) and Johnson’s (1998) research that concluded parent’s behaviors and family
interaction influence school achievement. This is evident when the participants had
absent parents or lack of structure in their home life. Because the parents were absent
from the home they were unable to supervise and provide support that ensured the
participants completed their homework. These parents did not provide adequate support
to ensure academic success in school. Parents who were able to provide academic support
such as monitoring homework and visiting schools to meet with teachers and discuss
academic improved the chances of the participants performing at higher academic levels.
These findings are also consistent with previous research by Costes et al. (1997). The
study examining school achievement in low income Black children found that “parental
beliefs that are linked to actual achievement promoting behaviors are important in
helping children achieve academic success’ (p. 535). The study revealed the majority of
the participants had parents who asked about schoolwork but did not demonstrate
supportive behaviors that ensured academic success.
The role of family in effecting educational achievement was evident in the results
of this study. However, this study revealed the need for supportive parents to not only
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voice academic expectation but also follow through with promoting behaviors that
contribute to academic success.
Male Role Models
The data from the study suggest the lack of male role models in families can be an
obstacle to educational achievement for some of the participants.
Crafter et al. (1999) study revealed that the lack of discipline in female headed
households could contribute to grade retention in Black adolescents males. The study
concluded that some mothers were unable to provide sufficient discipline to prevent the
adolescent Black males from engaging in reprehensible behaviors in school. Many of the
participants came from single parent female-headed households. The participants who
had the benefit of a supportive Black male role model were able to deal more positively
with challenges in and out of school. These participants were less angry, experienced
fewer fights in schools, and held a more positive outlook on life. The participants without
positive male role models experienced a greater degree of difficulty with challenges in
and out of school.
Barker and Hill (1996) suggest a “mirroring link” between a parent’s
dysfunctional behavior and the child’s response to dysfunctional behavior. The
participants heart wrenching experiences of absent parents, housing relocation,
homelessness, parental incarceration, lack of supportive structure for monitoring and
promoting academic achievement undoubtedly contributed to their own dysfunctional
behaviors (e.g. procrastination, not studying for exams, incomplete homework, acting out
in schools) and thus negatively influenced their ability to achieve at high academic
achievement levels. Yet it is also evident that there was the possibility that many parents
were “overcome by the circumstances of their lives” as noted by (Johnson, 1992, p. 104).
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The role of family influence on the participants’ educational achievement was
indicated by the study findings. The participants’ experiences with absent parents, lack of
positive male role models, parental monitoring of school and schoolwork as factors
contributing to positive and negative influences on participants’ academic achievement
was consistent with. However the participants’ personal stories about their families
influences on educational experiences will contribute to a clearer understanding of the
multifaceted aspect of the lives of Black males and their families.
The Role of Race and Racism
The findings of this study revealed the effects of racism on the participants’
educational achievement. The participants experienced constant labeling in school and
were subjected to racial double standards by school personnel. The participants endured a
hierarchical power structure in school that favored White students and placed the Black
students at an academic disadvantage. The data also suggests participants felt
disconnected from teachers who were not able to relate to their cultural and community
background and schools where there was an absence of Black teachers.
Labeling
Societal messages about Black males were reinforced by their teachers’ negative
behaviors and attitudes. The labeling of the participants based on clothing,
communication styles, skin color, peer affiliations resulted in detentions, constant
harassment, lowered academic expectations, and expulsion from class. This ultimately
led to the participants feeling angry, isolated, disengaged and decreased their motivation
toward education and schoolwork.
Several researchers have explored how racism in the larger society effects the
educational achievements of Black males in school. Kushamiro (2000) describes
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“otherness” as one of the recognizable ways in which societal oppression informs
educator’s assumptions and expectations of students. This experience of being “othered”
is a manifestation of the marginalization of these students from schooling. Hopkins
(1994) explores the pervasiveness of negative imaging and stereotyping of Black males
that foster school environments where many Black males feel a sense of “powerlessness
and hopelessness.” In his research on Black males, Noguera corroborates Kushamiro
(2000) and Hopkins (1994) and concludes, “labeling is very damaging for the African
American male’s pursuit of academic achievement” (p. 1). This body of research is
consistent with the study findings on the participants’ experiences with racism in the
schools. The participants experienced hostile racist environments that could be directly
linked to the negative portrayal of Black males in the larger society. Black males in the
larger society are portrayed as incompetent, unintelligent, dangerous, criminal, immoral
and not interested in education. The participants described several examples of how these
negative societal messages about Black males influenced their teachers’ attitudes and
behaviors. For example, the participants attended schools where their teachers were
afraid of Black male students.

Racial Double Standards/Racial Hierarchy
Another important finding was the racial double standard that created a racial
hierarchy in the participants’ schools. Racial double standards were evident from this
data in school personnel’s’ discipline procedures, academic support, suspicion of bad
behavior and other school practices. The White students clearly benefited from the racial
double standards while the Black students were placed at an academic disadvantage.
These experiences left many of the participants with feelings of anger, alienation,
helplessness and disbelief.
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These study finding are consistent with Ogbu’s (1987) study of the educational
outcomes of minority children and American society. While describing the academic
problems of minority children and educational outcomes, Ogbu (1987) suggest the
hierarchical racial structure in schools are reflective of the norms in society and the
communities in which schools are located. The teachers in this study are members of
society and thus are exposed to the negative images that devalues Black males and
contributes to their prejudiced and racist behaviors as described by the participants.

Cultural Awareness
The findings in this study emphasized the importance participants placed on
having teachers who are culturally aware and able to relate to their racial and community
backgrounds. Regardless of the teachers’ racial origin, the participants were able to
achieve at higher academic levels when there was an established positive connection with
their teachers.
The findings in this study were consistent with previous research by Delpit (1995)
and Gay (2001) on the link between teachers’ cultural ignorance of Black males and their
limited understanding of race in educational systems to hostile school environments.
Pang (1998) supports Gay (2001) and Delpit’s (1995) assertions that cultural ignorance
can lead to hostile environments and negative educational outcomes for Black males. The
lack of cultural awareness leads to prejudice, which creates barriers to developing
effective cross-cultural student teacher relationships (Pang, 1998).
The findings in this study revealed the role of race, racism, labeling, and the
importance of teachers with cultural awareness in the participants’ educational
experiences. The participants’ experiences were consistent with the literature in these
areas. The study findings will contribute to the existing body of literature by providing a
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broader in-depth personal understanding of the effects of race, racism, labeling and
teachers’ lack of cultural awareness on Black males in their educational experiences.

Adaptive Strategies
The findings in this study revealed the various strategies adapted by participants
throughout their educational experiences. The adaptive strategies included responses to
racism and labeling, and their perceptions of caring or uncaring teachers in schools.
These adaptive strategies directly effected the participants’ motivation towards
schoolwork and usually resulted in lower educational achievement.

Racelessness
Many of the participants felt compelled to change their behaviors (e.g.
communication styles, peer affiliations) and clothing attire in response to their teachers
labeling and resulting negative attitudes and behaviors. The data in this finding is unlike
the theory of racelessness presented by Fordham (1988). Participants in this study were
willing to modify certain aspects of their behavior and dress but did not seek to
disidentify with being Black. Fordham found that Black males who are willing to check
their racial identity and cultural model at the school door and assimilate are rewarded and
provided greater opportunities to succeed. The Black students who challenged the racial
injustices and inequalities in school were more likely to drop put of school. The data did
reveal their teachers more favorably response when participants changed their style of
clothing and adapted behaviors considered less threatening. Perhaps their teachers
response indicated feeling less threatened or fearful by the clothing and behavioral
changes. Yet it was also apparent from the data that the participants still felt a sense of
isolation and alienation from their teachers. The rewards of inconsistent positive attention
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did not outweigh the need for the Black males to feel comfortable being themselves.
Consequently, all of the participants changed back to their former style of clothing and
behaviors.
Acting White
Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) theory on acting White asserts many Black males
perceive educational pursuits and educational systems as White were not consistent with
the findings in this study. The participants wanted to excel even in the midst of being
subjected to labeling and racial double standards in schools. There was no data to suggest
the participants in this study viewed their schools and education as White. Their
perceptions of education were related to their individual experiences with teachers and
school personnel in schools. Furthermore, Ogbu’s (1992) research findings on the
cultural models of schooling was not evident in the findings in this study. Ogbu’s model
of schooling infers the history of racism and contemporary racism experienced by Black
families in the larger social context informs the Black students attitudes and behaviors
towards education. As a result of this history, Black children will not feel the need to
pursue education because of the history of Black failure in educational systems. This
model is inconsistent with the findings in this study.
The participants’ behaviors and attitudes were directly linked to their individual
experiences in schools. They did not link their attitude or behaviors toward school to a
history of racism experienced by their own immediate or extended Black families. Even
though this was evident in Ogbu’s research, the findings in this study revealed an
individual response towards education based on individual interactions with teachers and
school personnel. Attending classes with teachers that demonstrated respect and concern
were the key factors in the students’ positive attitudes and behaviors towards education.
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Conversely, attending classes where teachers did not demonstrate respect and concern
resulted in negative attitudes and behaviors toward education.
Identification/Disidentification
In this study I did not examine whether or not there was any linkage between self¬
esteem and academic achievement nonetheless the data that emerged suggests self-esteem
for these students was quite independent of academic achievement. The findings of this
study did not reveal that participants exhibited low self-esteem as a result of periodic low
academic achievement. The participants displayed a positive self-concept even in cases in
which there achievement levels was low. The findings did show that many of the
participants became disengaged and developed an “uncaring attitude and laziness in
response to teacher that projected negative attitudes and behaviors. The participants who
became disengaged with schoolwork experienced lower grades and negative educational
outcomes. With the support of caring teachers, participants were more motivated to
complete schoolwork and more favorably view education.
Osbourne’s (1997) theory of identification/disidentification suggests there is a
link between the academic success of students and their self-esteem. According to
Osbourne (1997) students who are not achieving at high levels do not link their
educational domain to self-esteem. The findings in this study did not reveal whether or
not participants self esteem were linked to their periods of low and high academic
achievement. The study findings showed the participants’ perceptions of their teachers,
being promoted to the next grade, high school graduation, and peer academic support
contributed to their motivation toward higher academic achievement. This clearly
indicates the participants academic successes were based on an individual response to
experiences rather than self esteem connected to the value domain of education.
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Additionally the participants’ academic success fluctuated with different teachers in the
same school year. Some participants were motivated to do well in classes with caring
teachers or who demonstrated an ability to relate their backgrounds while in other classed
their negative experiences with teachers resulted in less motivation toward completing
class work. This appears to be inconsistent with Osbourne’s (1997) identification theory
unless the participants self esteem went up and down from one class to the next. This is a
highly unlikely scenario.
Self-Handicapping
The findings in this study revealed participants intentionally did not complete
homework assignment, watched television and socialized with friends instead of
completing schoolwork. The participants’ behaviors contributed to failing exams and
lower grades as well as other negative educational outcomes. These behaviors
demonstrated by the participants might be self-handicapping according to Arunkumar, et
al. (1996). However as with the Osbourne’s (1997) identification/disidentification theory,
the self handicapping theory suggests that Black student use handicapping strategies as a
way to appear confident without linking academic failure to a lack of interest or low
relevance of academic in their lives. This is inconsistent with the findings of this study.
In this study participants’ academic behaviors were not predicated on appearing
less competent. In many instance the participants were aware of their teachers’ negative
perceptions of their academic incompetence and did not appear to care about appearing
competent. The findings also showed some participants were cognizant of the self¬
handicapping strategies such as waiting until the last minute to complete homework and
study for exams. Some participants played video games, socialized with friends, and
played sports instead of studying and completing homework. Other participants admitted
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to being too lazy to change these patterns or did not know why they allowed the pattern
to continue. The students were aware of these behaviors and how these behaviors
contributed to their lower test scores and grades in school.
The study findings also suggest participants intentionally adapted these strategies
in response to their negative treatment by their teachers. Participants were subjected to
consistent harassment, labeling and racial double standards by their teachers. Many of the
participants described feeling powerless to directly challenge their teachers’ action. The
participants level of engagement with their schoolwork was the only control or sense of
power in their relationships with teachers. This was one way to get back at their teachers
and make them angry. One participant stated, “This was war with the teacher.” The
participants did not feel motivated towards schoolwork in class environments that did not
personally respect them or support academic development.
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CHAPTER 7
DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of the educational
experiences, of low-income, 12th grade Black males who live in the inner city. In this
chapter, I will present some reflections on my role as a researcher, unanticipated factors
from the study, conclusions and recommendations.
Management of Self as Researcher
During this study, I was challenged in my role as the researcher to be aware of my
own biases and subjective perspectives. My experiences as an African American male
who attended and graduated from an inner city low-income school were sometimes close
to the experiences described by the participants. I learned early in the interview process
that my role as the researcher was to report the stories as revealed by the participants. As
such, I worked hard to maintain separation and boundaries between their perspectives and
experiences and my own perspectives and experiences. Phenomenological in-depth
interviewing seeks to understand how participants make meaning of their experiences. As
a researcher it was important for me to understand how I made meaning of the interview
process.
Study participants were able to clearly articulate their experiences. They were
eager to share their experiences. Most of the participants informed me that no one had
ever asked them about their educational experiences. The interviews provided the
participants their first opportunity to reflect upon and share their educational experiences.
Many of the participants were still talking at the end of their interviews. They were
interested in knowing what other Black males were telling me about their own
educational experiences. During the course of the interviews the participants shared many
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stories that elicited painful memories. It was at times difficult for me to hear these stories.
I did my best to never allow the participants to witness my own inner emotions that did
arise as the participants reflected on their educational experiences. Hearing some of the
participants’ stories left me feeling deeply reflective and sometimes saddened.
Through this research experience I was able to listen to some vivid heart
wrenching, powerful stories on the educational experiences of Black males. Their
insights and stories revealed many factors that I was not aware of because they were
different from my own personal experiences in schools and also different from my prior
interactions with Black males with whom I associate. The participants’ resilience was
evident as they developed individual strategies to navigate through the high and low
points in their educational experiences.
I feel honored to have the opportunity to spend time and hear the participants’
stories. This research will allow their voices and their stories to be heard. I am committed
to sharing their stories with other Black males, parents, teachers, school personnel,
policymakers and others who are directly involved with supporting Black males in their
academic achievement. Ultimately, I recognized that the power of phenomenological indepth interviewing is the ability to listen to one voice and recognizing the magnitude of
that experience.
Summary/Findings
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions held by inner city, lowincome, 12th grade, Black males of their educational experiences. The study was
conducted using a qualitative, phenomenological in-depth interview methodology. The
study sample consisted of 9 inner city, low-income Black males from 5 different high
schools in Western Massachusetts. Data was collected using audiotape and field notes.
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There were nine major themes that emerged from the study data. These themes were
labeling; differential racial treatment; importance of teachers who care; connection with
Black teachers; family influences; the degree of motivation; the role of anger and
conflict; the role of sports; and the influence of Black male role models.
Key findings from this study suggest that Black males are motivated to achieve
academically when specific factors are in place including parents who demonstrate
positive, consistent, interaction and feedback promoting academic engagement; school
personnel that demonstrate an ability to relate to cultural, racial and community
backgrounds of students, school personnel that demonstrate a capacity to care and
support the personal and academic needs of Black males; and self directed academic
behaviors and positive peer influences that motivated participants towards higher
academic levels and high school graduation. Other findings identified were specific
obstacles and supports for the participants’ academic achievement. These include
factors such as family influences and lack of positive male role models. Additionally,
racism, racial labeling and racial double standards in schools fostered hostile educational
environments that negatively effected the participants’ opportunities for academic
success and resulted in lower academic achievement levels.
Unanticipated Findings
The role of socioeconomic, participants’ willingness to adept their behaviors in an
attempt to receive positive attention from school personnel, participants’ resilience in the
face of being labeled (e.g. at risk, dangerous, and endangered species), participants’
agency in successfully navigating through their educational experiences to high school
graduation, and the participants’ reflections on future educational goals were
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unanticipated findings of this study. Though study participants described these factors,
they were unanticipated and not included in the literature review.
Personal Change as an Adaptive Strategy
The findings of this study identified the various adaptive strategies the
participants utilized to appear less threatening and less “other” to their White teachers
and other school personnel. The data showed the participants were consistently subjected
to a hostile environment throughout their K-12 educational experiences. Many of the
participants responded by attempting to change their style of clothing, their
communication styles, and their behavioral styles. The participants’ behaviors were
inconsistent with the societal perception of the angry, uncontrollable young Black males
in educational systems. These young Black inner city males were aware of their teachers’
negative attitudes and behaviors and identified the source of these negative attitudes and
behaviors, and made conscious and deliberate decisions to make these personal,
individual changes that they thought would allow teachers and other school personnel to
feel at ease around them. Their desire for positive attention and placing their teachers at
ease was at times stronger than their need to feel comfortable with themselves.
Unfortunately, subsequent negative attitudes and behaviors of the school
personnel’s toward participants led to feelings of further isolation and alienation. It
appears that the Black males in this study used personal change as a coping strategy in a
hostile racist school environment. The students were also personal witnesses to the
double standard of favorable treatment accorded to their White counterparts. This
phenomena was not examined in the literature, but reveals how these Black males
develop strategies in an attempt to receive the same respect and dignity from their
teachers and other school personnel.
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Unlike racelessness, acting White, and identification theory as described in the
literature, these young men showed no evidence of efforts to avoid being viewed as Black
by teachers and school personnel. On the contrary, they seemed comfortable with their
identities as Black males but sought to change the way that teacher responded to them as
Black males. They appeared to hold the perception that by making personal changes
themselves they could interrupt teachers’ tendency to respond to all Black males on the
basis of their labels and stereotypes. It is possible that this strategy may have been
confused by other researchers as racelessness, acting White or disidentification. These
study participants were able to clearly separate specific behaviors from Black identity and
were aware that as young Black men, they could choose how they wanted to behave and
were of the impression that by doing so they could positively change the attitudes of their
teachers. This indication of critical consciousness and agency on the part of young Black
males is seldom discussed in the literature.
The Role of Socioeconomic Class
The study findings did not reveal any substantial discussion among participants of
the intersection of socioeconomic class with racism in the participants’ lives. This was an
unanticipated finding because class background, according to the literature, has shown to
effect Black males in several ways. Substandard school resources, housing, criminal
activity in neighborhoods, and financial/employment opportunities are a few of the ways
socioeconomic class effects the lives of Black males. The instability in the homes of
some of the participants (e.g. parental incarceration for selling drugs, absent parent due to
employment, students’ desire for better school clothes and employment) could also be
interpreted as class related issues. These experiences are indicative of class struggles.
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While the participants described these experiences, they did not name these
experiences as a class related effect on education. There are many possibilities why the
participants did not talk about class as a salient issue in their lives. The majority of
participants had peer relationships with others of similar class backgrounds. Another
possibility is that the participants were less reluctant to talk about class because of social
stigma. Race may be more salient to their everyday lives and thus the participants were
able to more clearly and comfortably communicate the role of race and racism in their
educational experiences. Finally, my role as a researcher might have had an effect in
producing this outcome. It could be possible that the students felt more comfortable
talking about race and racism with a Black researcher than discussing class with a
researcher who appeared to have all the trappings of a middle class status including
clothing, communication style, education, and a car.
Resiliency
The data that emerged from this study revealed various examples of societal
labeling and the resulting attitudes and behaviors of school personnel towards the
participants. The terms at risk, deviant, dangerous (Hopkins, 1997) were used in the
literature to describe the Black males like those in this study. The study findings revealed
a different picture of the Black males in this study. The negative societal portrayal of
experiences with drug abuse, teen fatherhood and juvenile delinquency were not evident
of Black males in this study. The one participant, Nelson, who described experimenting
with drugs for a brief period of time, consequently decided that drugs did not contribute
to a positive existence. Nelson additionally remarked on the “stinkiness” and negative
aspects of smoking cigarettes. The remainder of the participants while admitting other
behaviors that negatively effected their educational achievements did not reveal a history
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of drug abuse or cigarette smoking. The study also revealed the participants as
responsible young men when it came to fathering children at a young age. The
demographic form and data showed the young Black males in this study were not yet
parents. The rate of incarceration and involvement with the criminal justice system is
disproportionately high for young Black males in this society. The study revealed many
of the participants were subjected to detention and suspicion throughout their K-12
experiences. But there was no data to suggest any of the young Black males were on
probation, juvenile delinquents or a documented history of being in trouble with the
criminal and judicial system.
Participants in this study demonstrated an extraordinary degree of resilience in
their lives. This too has not been reported or discussed in the literature on young Black
males. Resilience in the lives of study participants meant going through life enduring
hardships, problems, and setbacks. It was important to learn from your mistakes and
move forward to make a better life for yourself, family and the world. At the end of his
third interview, Nelson stated, “My experiences are what provides the fuel for me to work
hard and stay focused. I never want my children to have these experiences. I am going to
work hard to see that they don’t.” These study results clearly indicate that in spite of all
the labeling and barriers experienced by these young Black males, they are still able to
navigate these experiences without acquiescing to stereotypes and self-destructive
behaviors.
Participants’ Agency
The preceding section identified the resilience of the participants in the face of
many obstacles and barriers in their educational experience. This section will describe the
various ways these students were all able to successfully complete high school. They
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were able to demonstrate agency through a set of self directed skills, attitudes, and
understandings that allowed them to persist until high school graduation.
Participants were able to solicit support from teachers, family members and
others to ensure academic achievement in order to advance to the next grade
level or finally graduate from high school. Some participants noticed the
successful students would stay after school or seek assistance from their
teachers. These participants sought out academic support from their teachers.
This extra support from teachers led to higher academic achievement and
success for the participants.

■

Participants set short and long term academic goals to ensure completion of
schoolwork. These participants might slack off during the first or second
marking period but would make great efforts to complete work and pass
exams for promotion to the next grade level. Graduating from high school
was a major goal for all of the participants. The participants personally
recognized the value of a high school diploma and were clear about setting
goals to ensure high school graduation.

■

Self-management was another skill demonstrated by some of the participants
in this study. Many of the participants were able to reflect on the periods in
their educational experiences where they were not working to their fullest
academic potential. Upon reflection of these experiences and their own
understandings of the need for growth and development the participants were
able to identify some of the behaviors that prohibited their abilities to
complete schoolwork and achieve at higher academic levels. The participants
were able to change the attitudes and behaviors that prevented them from
doing schoolwork and applying themselves to achieve greater academic
success.

■

Some of the participants possessed an inner compass that directed their
ability to stay away from drugs, sex, criminal activity, acting out in school,
manage anger and their responses to the hostile environments encountered in
schools. In the midst of absent parents and school personnel that did not
demonstrate a capacity to care or interest in supporting their academic
pursuits participants were able to establish their own value systems and
understanding of good and bad behaviors both in school and out of school.
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■

Participants’ ability to seek positive peer relationships was also influential in
their ability to successfully navigate through their K-12 educational
experiences. The participants were able to choose friends that were positive
influences in their lives and provided personal and academic support. There
were many instances where the participants had to sever relationships with
friends who were smoking pot, skipping school, and from their perception
demonstrating “bad behaviors.” The participants did not necessarily consider
these friends to be bad people. However they were aware that their continued
relationship with these would lead to negative personal and academic
outcomes. Participants did seek out friendships with peers who were
encouraging and supportive of their academic and personal efforts. Many of
the participants described friends as family because their relationships
provided them comfort in the midst of the many personal and academic
struggles occurring in their lives.

The participants’ exhibited agency in their ability to be self directed despite the
many family, school, social, peer and other obstacles and barriers that they endured in
their educational experiences. Their persistence in clearly analyzing situations in their
educational experiences and making decisions that helped to support their personal
growth and academic achievement and successfully complete high school was evident
from this unanticipated finding.
Future Goals
The study findings revealed all of the participants plan to continue their
education. The preponderance of the research on Black males focuses on the academic
failures, high school dropout and low college entrance rates. These studies can be useful
tools in identifying the problems facing young Black males and providing
recommendations for practical support and resources. However, when the focus is only
on the academic failures of young Black males, it can serve to reinforce the negative
image of Black males and education. This study finding was unanticipated. Given the
obstacles and barriers placed in their educational journey, all of the participants were
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graduating from high school and expressed a strong commitment to continuing their
education. The participants were able to see education as something that was necessary to
ensure a positive future.
Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to examine perceptions of the educational
experiences described by low-income, 12th grade Black males who live in the inner city.
My primary interest in pursuing this phenomenological in-depth interviewing study was
to provide an opportunity for educators, parents, policymaker, students and others to hear
the perspective of Black males on their educational experiences.
The study findings support the understanding that it takes a village to raise a
child. When the efforts of families were not enough to support the academic success of
the participants in this study, one caring teacher or school personnel, friend, mentor, male
role model was enough to encourage and motivate the participant to complete school
work and more positively view education. The important goal of this study was the focus
on the participants’ educational experiences in their own voices. This research approach
provided invaluable insight and understanding of the different individual, yet at times
universal experiences encountered by low income, inner city Black males in their K-12
educational journey. The research presented in this study will be a practical resource for
parents, policy makers, educators and members of the participants’ population as they
seek to implement effective strategies to understand and support the educational
achievement of low-income, inner city Black males.
Recommendations for Future Research
The results of this study have generated three more questions for future research.
First, how does the class background of Black males effect their perceptions of academic
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achievement and their educational experience? An inquiry into the question of the impact
of class on participants’ educational experiences could be very revealing. While
participants described a range of experiences that are clearly class related, none of the
participants named class as a factor. Because participants did not name it, as researcher I
did not insert this topic into the interviews. It can be useful to understand whether the
lack of discussion on class resulted from lower level of consciousness on the parts of the
participants, a deliberate decision to avoid discussing class, or from other motivations. In
any event, the Black males’ perceptions of the role of class in their educational
experiences would be invaluable to our understanding of the implications for school
resources, family influences, peer influences, and other class related issues.
Second, do Black males attending schools in more affluent areas describe the
same experiences with race and racism in the K-12 educational experiences? Some
researchers suggest Black males in more affluent areas may be more assimilated than the
Black males in this study. It is my understanding that Black males in more affluent areas
tend to have more interactions with their White peer group at home and in school.
Additionally, in most instances, Black males in more affluent areas attend schools where
they are in the racial minority. These factors might suggest a stronger tendency to fit in
and possibly feel more comfortable identifying with the norms of the school (e.g.
clothing, communication styles, behaviors).
Third, how do Black males who drop out of high school perceive their educational
experiences? The educational experiences of Black males who drop out of high school
would provide invaluable data to the missing or inadequate supports that contribute to
this academic failure in school systems. The results of this study could provide
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researchers, educators, parents, other Black males, and policymakers with a resource to
respond more effectively in addressing the multiple concerns and needs of this
population.
Recommendations
The recommendations in this section are based on my reflection of what the
participants said in this study. The goal of this study was to share the participants’ stories
as a key resource in the dialogue with parents, policymakers, and educators and on
effective strategies to support the academic achievement of low-income, inner city Black
males. The data that emerged from this study suggests that Black males, parents,
policymakers, educators and peers working together is crucial to supporting the academic
success of low-income inner city Black males. Many school systems are experiencing
budget shortages. There are some states where teachers are required to primarily focus on
preparing students for state standardized tests. Most schools do not want to be labeled a
nonperforming school. These recommendation are based on the findings in this study and
can be used by educators, policymakers, students, parents and others who are interesting
in supporting the academic achievement of low-income, inner city, Black males. The
following nine recommendations are provided as a resource for consideration and
implementation.
First, the participants in this study described absent parents, lack of parental
involvement in schools and schoolwork, blended families and other families influences
that served as obstacles to academic achievement. Developing school resources that
support diverse and anomalous Black families such as a parent advocacy/resource center
that provides information and contact information for community organizations can help
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families in need of educational, counseling and social assistance. This resource can help
Black families with their problems in healthy, nurturing supportive ways.
Second, as indicated in the study findings, participants were not held accountable
by their parents for incomplete homework. In the absence of parental monitoring of
homework as described by many of the participants in this study, their teachers were the
only other people that could hold them accountable for not doing homework. Teachers
who made an effort to communicate with parents/caretakers about the participants’
academic progress were in many instances able to support parents who were unaware of
the participants’ homework activities. School systems that facilitate opportunities for
communicating with parents/caretakers can support the academic achievement of Black
males. Teachers can establish connections with the parents through telephone calls,
parent-teacher conferences, asking for verbal feedback relative to their children’s’
progress. Listening to Black parents is an integral part in the planning, organization and
evaluation that ensure the successful educational progress of Black males. Additionally
parents and educators concerned with the academic achievement of Black males should
include Black males in their dialogue.
Third, the Black males in this study were aware of the many social problems that
exist for them in the larger society and within school systems. The participants described
their experiences with other peers who were smoking pot, skipping school, having sex
and becoming parents at an early age. The participants considered some of these issues to
be “stressors” in their lives and sought out resources and outlets in schools to
constructively address these personal issues and problems. In the absence of any support
structure to listen to their concerns the participants sometime vented their frustrations
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through fighting and anger. School systems that create curriculum that address the social
problems experienced by many Black males can provide opportunities for Black males to
speak about their experiences. These courses could have a positive impact on their
academic performance in schools. In the absence of a course during the day, an after
school group or club could be an additional resource for Black males. These programs
should be culturally relevant and developmentally accurate and include such issues as
racism, drug, alcohol and smoking prevention, teenage fatherhood, conflict resolution,
and anger management. This list is not exhaustive of all the social issue effecting Black
males and should be revised based on the relevant and immediate social issues effecting
the Black males in their schools of origin.
Fourth, several participants described being aware of the inferior education they
received in the inner city in comparison to the students attending schools in the suburbs.
The participant recognized they were not prepared to compete with students from the
suburbs in college examinations, SAT and state mandated standardized tests. The
participants viewed this as a disadvantage in their ability to be as successful as the
students in the suburbs who were taking more advanced and rigorous courses. School
systems that develop and implement specific strategies can support Black males
preparedness to compete with their suburban counterparts on college exams, SAT and
state mandated standardized tests and future career opportunities. The interventions
aimed at the academic success of Black males cannot be accomplished without the
support of adequate school resources and competent teachers in subject areas. School
systems need to monitor and implement policies to address the racial disparities that are
experienced by Black males in schools. This includes evaluating racial disparities in the
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standardized test results, disproportionate numbers of Black males in Special Education
classes, rates of detention and suspension, rates of absentee and tardiness, and rates of
retention and dropouts in every school. Monitoring and implementing policies to address
racial disparities in these areas can create more equitable educational opportunities and
positive educational outcomes for Black males.
Fifth, Black teachers who incorporated Black history into their class curriculum
fostered a positive learning environment that motivated the participants towards learning
and increased their awareness of their cultural and racial contributions to the world. Some
participants described attending classes where they were consistently subjected to a
“racist” curriculum that demeaned Black people and their communities. School systems
that incorporate culturally relevant curriculum should include the cultural and historical
contributions of Black Americans. School environments should exhibit visible pictures,
symbols and artifacts that illuminate the varied contributions of African and African
Americans to the world. Black males are too often accustomed to seeing their culture
marginalized and distorted in the curriculum and in various subject areas. These courses
or curriculum changes can increases their capacity to internalize this new awareness or
pride in their historical and cultural legacy. These are the same feelings their White
counterparts experience every day in Eurocentric school environments.
Sixth, some of the participants indicated a need for the presence of a male role
model in their lives. For some participants, a Black male role model would be able to
understand and discuss “manly issues,” including sex, girls and puberty. The participants
were reluctant to discuss these issues with their mothers. Other participants described
missing out on doing things with their fathers such as sport activities and wrestling.
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Although some of the participants were initially resisting the need for a positive male role
model they eventually admitted a male role model could have made a difference in their
lives. These participants thought a male role model could have helped them avoid some
mistakes in their lives. Other participants were able to describe the positive aspects of a
male role model in their lives. Male role models helped them to deal with life pressures
and constructively address frustration and anger. School programs that seek to facilitate
increased academic success for Black males should include Black male guest speakers
who are successful high school graduates and college students as well as those who have
achieved success in their careers. Through these interactions, students can see themselves
mirrored in positive educational outcomes and careers. This Black male role modeling
provides a space in which Black males can think of themselves as high achievers in
education and employment careers.
Seventh, the participants experienced teachers and school personnel’s labeling
based on the negative societal images and messages about Black males. The labeling of
Black males by their teachers created a hostile environment where they were subjected to
racial double standards in discipline procedures, academic supports and held under
constant suspicion within the schools. School systems can provide pre service and in
service days, professional development, and tuition reimbursement for classes that inform
teachers and provide information and resources that are racially and culturally relevant
about the development and communities of Black males. This training and professional
development should include continued mandatory antiracist and cultural awareness
classes. Because teachers play such a central role in the kinds of educational
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opportunities students of color receive in the classrooms, their reeducation and training
are fundamental to providing educational equality.
Eighth, many of the participants never encountered a Black teacher in the
classroom. Some of the participants recalled their positive experiences with Black
teachers with whom they were able to connect because of a shared community, cultural
and racial background. Other participants described the positive learning environment
with Black teachers. Black teachers were able to generate an interest and motivation for
learning. The participants were eager to attend more classes taught by Black teachers.
School systems recruitment policies should ensure there is some representation of Black
teachers, including Black male teachers in the staff population. There must be a policy of
active recruitment in communities of color, Black newspapers, journals, websites and
magazines of historic Black colleges. Additionally Black high school seniors can be a
resource for future Black educators in the school systems. In most schools attended by
Black males, the staff demographic is not proportionate to their racial or gender
background. Nevertheless, it is important for Black males to see themselves represented
in the staff population.
Ninth, the participants in this study were able to demonstrate agency through a set
of self directed skills, attitudes, and understandings that allowed them to successfully
complete high school. Community organizations that create programs for Black males
can use these self directed skills, attitudes and understandings to help Black males
successfully navigate through their K-12 experiences. (See study participants’ agency
section for examples that can be used in community centers).
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Summary
The responsibility of responding to the academic needs of Black males is not
solely identifiable to parents, educators, researchers, policymakers, communities and
Black male students. Given the racial disparities in achievement outcomes and enormous
academic and social need of the Black male population, it is more plausible and
beneficial to respond to their needs as a collective entity. It does take a village to raise a
child as an African proverb describes the importance of everyone working together to
shape and help young Africans become positive and contributing members of society.
There is also the important consideration of thinking about who has the resources and
cultural framework to respond to the needs of Black males in educational systems. The
diverse collective input, support and empowering initiatives from the community,
schools, parents and students can provide the right way of responding to academic
achievement in Black males. This collective input should be based on a principle of
mutual respect, equity, cultural understanding and a continued emphasis on academic
success for Black males.
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APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Probe Questions:
Interview 1: How did the participant come to be a 12th grader? What was the
participant’s life history before coming to the 12th grade?
Interview 2: What is it like for the participant to be in 12th grade?
Interview 3: What does it mean for the participant to be in 12 grade now?
Given what the participant has said in interview one and two, how do you now
make sense of your present experience as a 12th grader?
Given what you have reconstructed in these three interviews, where do you see
yourself going in the future?
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APPENDIX B
INFORMED LETTER CONSENT
Dear participant,
My name is Christopher Alan Lester. I am a Doctoral student at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst, Social Justice Education Program. The focus of my study is to
understand the educational experiences of inner city, low-income, 12th grade, Black
males. I will interview 10 Black males to acquire a more in-depth understanding of their
educational experiences.
You will be required to participate in two interviews with the researcher and one
interview with the researcher and other co-researchers in the sample. You will initially be
required to answer a brief questionnaire that will provide some demographic information
for the study. You will be provided a $10 honorarium for your participation in this study.
Please ask me any questions or concerns that you have about this consent form or
participating in the study. Your informed consent to participate in the study under the
conditions described is assumed by your completing the questionnaire and submitting it
to the researcher. Do not complete the questionnaire or consent form if you do not
understand or agree to these conditions.
Consent for voluntary Participation
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that:
1.

Christopher Alan Lester using an open-ended question process will interview
me.

2.

I will answer questions about my views on issues related to my educational
experiences from K-12.1 understand that the primary purpose of this study is
to examine the educational experiences of low income, 12th grade Black male
students who live in the inner city.
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3.

The initial interviews will be taped recorded to facilitate analysis of the data.
The final focus group interview will be tape recorded and videotaped to
facilitate analysis of the data.

4.

My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally in any way or at
any time.

5.

I may withdraw from part or all of the study at any time.

6.

I have the right to review material prior to the final oral exam or other
publication.

7.

I understand that results from this study will be included in Christopher Alan
Lester’s doctoral dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts
submitted to professional journals for publication, books and presentations at
conferences and workshops.

8.

I will need my caretaker/parent consent signature if I am under the age of 18.

9.

I will receive a copy of this consent form, email address, and telephone
number of the primary researcher for this study.

Participant/Date

Primary Researcher/Date

Parent/Guardian Signature
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APPENDIX C
BIOGRAPHICAL DATA QUESTIONNAIRE
Please fill out the biographical information to the best of your ability. If I can assist you
in understanding anything on this form, please speak to me. This biographical
information will be confidential and used to support the data from the research in this
study.
Date of Birth:
Place of Birth:
Current Place of Residence:
# of Children:

List Brothers (B) and Sisters (S)
First Name

Grade

Age

Highest Level of Education

Name of Elementary School

Location

Name of Junior High School

Location

Name of High School

Location
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GPA:
Extra curricular Activities:
Honor AP Courses:
Number of absents this school year:
Number of tardiness this school year:
Number of detentions this year:
Number of suspensions this year:
Do you plan to attend College?
Y=Yes, N=No

Please circle:
Do you live in a: - single parent - two parent - foster care - grandparent - household?
Parents: Father =F, Mother = M, Caretaker =C, Grandparent =G
First Name

Grade

Age

Highest Level of Education
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Occupation

APPENDIX D
PARTICIPANTS’ THANK YOU LETTER
From the Desk of Christopher A. Lester
June 1, 2003
Dear participant,
I appreciated the opportunity to interview you for my study. The educational
experiences you provided for the study will support my efforts to complete my
dissertation.
I will carry your stories with me as I continue to address the multiple and varied
factors that impact Black males in their educational experiences.
I encourage you to follow your personal dreams and educational goals to a
positive and prosperous future.
Thank you for your consideration. If you have any questions about the study,
please contact me at any time.
Peace,
Christopher A. Lester, M.Ed., Doctoral Candidate
University of Massachusetts, Amherst
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APPENDIX E
INTERVIEW SITE CONTACT PERSON THANK YOU LETTER
From the Desk of Christopher A. Lester
Springfield Girls Club Family Center
ATTN: Tony Malone
100 Acorn Street
Springfield, MA 01109
July 1, 2003
Dear Tony,
Thank you for providing a site for my dissertation study. The space in the library
was an ideal site to interview the participants in the study. Your staff was very helpful in
directing the participants to the library.
I want to express my sincere gratitude for your assistance.
Peace,
Christopher A. Lester, M.Ed., Doctoral Candidate,
University of Massachusetts, Amherst
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